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ABSTRACT 
 
 There seems to be a disconnect between the practice and scholars of youth 
ministry. Historically, the practice of youth ministry has been overly concerned with 
method, creating multiple approaches, each with its own inherent shortcomings. 
Responding to this overemphasis on method, scholars of youth ministry have argued for a 
more theological framework, assuming that the problem lies within a lack of theological 
education among youth ministry practitioners. In 2001 youth ministry scholarship made a 
case to place the field of youth ministry under the discipline of practical theology in 
hopes of grounding the practice of youth ministry in theology. Over the past twenty 
years, however, practical theology has failed to penetrate into the average youth ministry 
programs in North America, causing some to claim that the problem with practical 
theology in youth ministry is that it is not, in spite of its name, practical. Youth ministry 
scholars have failed to tap into the greatest resource practical theology has to offer: 
Practical theology as a way of life, which, in the case of youth ministry, is essentially 
adolescent spiritual formation. This project worked with a group of seasoned youth 
ministers to create a working document of shared wisdom by taking six principles of 
practical theology as a way of life and applying them as a type of filter for the scholarship 
and practice of youth ministry. This filter argues for a more holistic understanding of the 
purpose of practical theology in youth ministry scholarship and a more pragmatic use of 
practical theology by youth ministry practitioners.  
 
	 
 
 
Adolescent Spiritual Formation: 
Practical Theology as a Filter for Youth Ministry 
 
 
 
A Thesis 
Presented to 
The Faculty of the Graduate School of Theology 
Abilene Christian University 
 
 
 
In Partial Fulfillment  
Of the Requirements for the Degree 
Doctorate of Ministry in Spiritual Formation 
 
 
 
By 
Jeremy Smith 
May 2020 
Donnie Snider
5-4-2020
		
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To the men, women, and organizations who work tirelessly and creatively to inspire the 
faith of today’s young people 
 
		
 
 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 I would like to express my great appreciation to Drs. Houston Heflin, Chris 
Flanders, and Fredrick Aquino for their valuable and constructive suggestions during the 
planning and development of this research work. Drs. Carson Reed and Tim Sensing 
have also offered valuable support and insight on the implementation of this project, as 
well as the rest of the faculty in the Graduate School of Theology at Abilene Christian 
University. Likewise, I would also like to thank the Bible faculty at Lubbock Christian 
University, where I completed my undergraduate, for their continued support and 
encouragement throughout my entire educational experience. In addition, I would like to 
thank the Sunset church of Christ elders, ministers, parents, and students who have 
provided me with the space, time, and resources to pursue this degree.  
 This project would not have been possible without the support of the youth 
ministry focus group who worked diligently with me during the intervention. Nate 
Bundy, Jeff Day, Brad Eason, and Scott Rektenwald offered outstanding ideas that really 
brought the project to life. Similarly, Dr. Steven Bonner has been a longtime friend and 
mentor who encouraged me in this project and served as an expert evaluator.  
 Finally, I would like to thank my friends and family for their overwhelming 
support and love. Specifically, Jordan Tatum who has spent many hours over the past 
three years helping me think more deeply about this project. And to my wife, Leah, who 
continually brings life, light, joy, and love to our little family. I am blessed to be on this 
journey with you. 
		
 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
I. INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................. 1 
Brief Description of Youth Ministry Approaches in America ........................... 3 
Educational Youth Ministry ................................................................... 4 
Program-Oriented (Event-Driven) Youth Ministry ............................... 7 
Relational Youth Ministry ..................................................................... 11 
Family and Intergenerational Ministry .................................................. 15 
Psychological Youth Ministry ............................................................... 22 
Practical Theology and Youth Ministry: A Brief Overview .............................. 28 
Practical Theology as a Discipline ....................................................... 30 
Practical Theology as Curriculum ........................................................ 32 
Practical Theology as Method .............................................................. 33 
Practical Theology as a Way of Life .................................................... 36 
The Dropout Statistics of the New Millennium ................................................. 40 
The Problem with Youth Ministry in America .................................................. 43 
The Purpose of this Project ................................................................................ 47 
Definitions .......................................................................................................... 47 
Delimitations and Limitations ............................................................................ 54 
Conclusion ......................................................................................................... 55 
II. THEOLOGICAL AND THEORETICAL CONSTRUCTS .............................. 56 
Six Principles of Practical Theology as a Way of Life ...................................... 57 
		
Cross-Disciplinary Dialogue .................................................................. 57 
Embracing Different Knowledge Types ................................................ 60 
Forming Meaningful Practices ............................................................... 64 
The Importance of Context .................................................................... 66 
The Importance of Experience  .............................................................. 68 
The Importance of Applied Theology .................................................... 72 
Conclusion ............................................................................................. 74 
The Experience of Growing Up: A Description of the Adolescent  
Experience .......................................................................................................... 76 
The Relationship Between Psychology and Spirituality ........................ 79 
The Psychology of Adolescence ............................................................ 84 
North America’s Western Culture ......................................................... 93 
Power Distance .......................................................................... 94 
Individualism versus Collectivism ............................................. 97 
Masculine Versus Feminine ....................................................... 102 
Uncertainty Avoidance .............................................................. 105 
Long- or Short-Term Orientation ............................................... 110 
Youth Culture ......................................................................................... 116 
Heroes of Youth Culture ............................................................ 119 
Symbols of Youth Culture ......................................................... 125 
Rituals of Youth Culture ............................................................ 132 
Values of Youth Culture ............................................................ 134 
Personal Experience ................................................................... 139 
		
Leading with Cultural and Psychological Intelligence .............. 145 
Conclusion: The Adolescent Crisis of Reality ........................... 150 
Adolescent Spiritual Formation ......................................................................... 152 
The Process of Conversion .................................................................... 154 
The Experience of Formation ................................................................ 159 
Morality and Indoctrination ....................................................... 166 
Apophatic and Cataphatic Experiences of God ......................... 175 
Developing Spiritual Habits ....................................................... 178 
The Articulation of Theology ................................................................ 181 
A Theology of Identity ............................................................... 184 
Teaching Students How to Articulate Their Faith ..................... 199 
Participation in Ministry and Missions .................................................. 205 
Conclusion ............................................................................................. 213 
III. METHODOLOGY ............................................................................................ 215 
Overview of the Project Intervention  ................................................................ 217 
Description of the Participants ........................................................................... 219 
Evaluation of the Intervention ........................................................................... 219 
IV. FINDINGS AND RESULTS ............................................................................. 221 
Results: The Working Document ....................................................................... 224 
Cross-Disciplinary Dialogue .................................................................. 224 
Embracing Different Learning Styles .................................................... 225 
Forming Meaningful Practices ............................................................... 227 
The Importance of Context .................................................................... 229 
		
The Importance of Experience ............................................................... 230 
The Importance of Applied Theology .................................................... 231 
V. Conclusion ......................................................................................................... 233 
VI. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS ......................................................... 234 
Interpretations .................................................................................................... 234 
Trustworthiness .................................................................................................. 235 
Limitations and Reflexivity ............................................................................... 236 
Significance and Implications ............................................................................ 238 
Further Research ................................................................................................ 239 
Conclusion: One Final Caution .......................................................................... 241 
BIBLIOGRAPHY .............................................................................................. 243 
APPENDIX A: IRB APPROVAL LETTER ..................................................... 252 
APPENDIX B: FIELD NOTE PROTOCOL ..................................................... 253 
APPENDIX C: YOUTH MINISTER CONSENT FORM ................................ 254 
APPENDIX D: THINKING PROMPTS ........................................................... 256 
APPENDIX E: INSIDER EVALUATION QUESTIONNAIRE ...................... 258 
  
 
 
 
 
 
	 1 
 
 
CHAPTER I 
 INTRODUCTION 
In 2004 as a senior in high school, I received my call to do youth ministry while at 
a summer camp in West Texas. As I sat at the edge of a campfire, I listened to my friends 
talk about their lack of faith in God and their struggles and failures with temptation. 
There was a genuine lostness to our collective confession: each of us felt a strong desire 
to follow the God we fell in love with at camp, but we hardly knew the steps required of 
us. We felt as if our faith was hanging by a thread, as if the embers of the campfire that 
now dwindled before us had become an analogy of our spiritual life. We wanted God, we 
really did, but He seemed out of our reach. It was in this moment that the words of Jesus 
as he looked at Jerusalem flooded my mind: “They are like sheep without a shepherd” 
(Matthew 9:36). Jesus spoke those words on the brink of tears as he gazed at a city that 
once knew their God but had all but forgotten him. That was the night that I dedicated my 
life to youth ministry, and the calling came with a deep desire to help students find their 
path to God. 
My generation did not abandon its faith haphazardly as many statistics would 
appear to suggest. Instead, for many of us, it felt that atheism or deism was thrust upon us 
as if they were the only logical options. We had lost the path to God, and through our 
tears, we marched into exile from the church because the church seemed like the last 
place God would actually show up. Without God, church seemed superfluous. We talked 
about God in the classroom and on retreats, but our discussions seemed only to reduce 
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him to a type of intellectualism—an idea or theory of modernity. Others were turned off 
by the apparent obsession of programs that seemed to be an avenue for hidden agendas. 
What we desired was not a math equation or to be entertained but a God we could 
experience on a personal and communal level. For many of us, the move away from the 
church was not something of which we were proud. We were like sheep without a 
shepherd. We knew God intellectually, but if he stood before us performing miracles and 
healing the broken, we were hopelessly oblivious.  
In 2005 when I started college, the field of youth ministry had already gone 
through many changes. Men, women, churches, and organizations worked diligently to 
answer the new question of the extending of adolescence. I attended a youth ministry 
program at Lubbock Christian University (LCU). It was in my time at LCU that I first 
encountered different approaches to youth ministry. Each approach was presented with 
compelling psychological and/or scriptural backing, but it was not until I actually started 
doing youth ministry full-time that I realized there seemed to be something missing from 
these approaches to youth ministry. 
In the first few years of being a youth minister, I found myself “conversing” with 
different approaches to youth ministry only to be left feeling as if each one seemed to be 
missing something. Those of us who have been doing youth ministry for many years 
know these voices well. Each one clamors for our attention as the approach for youth 
ministry, yet when placed in conversation with each other, it is easy to see their strengths 
and weaknesses. After many years of being involved in youth ministry, it seems that what 
is needed in youth ministry is less conversation about youth ministry practice and more 
conversation about identifying the tenets of lasting faith in today’s young people. In fact, 
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what I have discovered is that any approach can develop lasting faith if it is geared 
correctly and if we have a healthy goal at which to aim.  
The problem, then, is not about developing better approaches but about how we 
are in need of a completely different thought process. Our way of thinking about youth 
ministry is highly endemic. The average youth minister tends to think in terms of 
approach, while academia tends to think more abstractly or theologically; however, both 
conversations are still largely in regard to the practice of youth ministry. In other words, 
most youth ministry books (with a few notable exceptions) are written to youth ministers 
or parents about how to do ministry to students, whether theological or otherwise, without 
really identifying any tangible aspects of adolescent faith. We need a different way of 
thinking about youth ministry that moves us away from refined practice. We need a type 
of lens or thought process through which our practices are geared.  
This project seeks to develop that lens—or filter, as I will call it. Chapter I 
presents the different approaches in youth ministry practice, highlighting the inherent 
temptations of each approach that actually stifle faith in today’s young people. Chapter II 
describes in detail the process of faith formation in adolescence while the rest of the 
project is dedicated to developing a thinking process that inherently gears the approaches 
of Chapter I towards the qualities listed in Chapter II.  
Brief Description of Youth Ministry Approaches in America 
 Below, I offer a small summation of each different approach to youth ministry to 
help outline why youth ministry has struggled in its task of developing lasting faith in 
young people. I do not intend to be exhaustive in the definitions or in the history of the 
different approaches. Instead, I simply offer a generalization that highlights the hidden 
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agendas in each approach if left unchecked. I do this because I do not intend to write a 
history of youth ministry. For now, I simply want to clarify what I mean when I refer to 
the different approaches throughout this project. I specifically want us to see how these 
approaches turn bad in many youth ministry programs by dissolving into simple 
entertainment, becoming obsessed with programs, offering watered down theology, or 
being concerned with lesser goals (such as morality or indoctrination) instead of faith 
formation. I am not suggesting that each approach will always turn bad; but I am 
suggesting that they each have the tendency to turn bad in very specific ways if they are 
not focused properly. Without a strong telos, these approaches can actually stifle faith 
development in young people. 
Educational Youth Ministry 
The American Sunday School program was the first official program directed 
towards youth to spread throughout the modern church in the United States.1 It was a 
reaction in evangelical circles to the overwhelming number of students leaving home and 
moving to the city to work in factories. In the wake of the Industrial Revolution and the 
devastation of the Civil War, but before the Child Labor Laws of the 1920s, many 
churches discovered that students were dropping out of school in order to help provide 
for their families. Churches took up the task of educating students on their day off from 
work. They soon realized that not only were these students uneducated, they were 
spiritually deprived. Parents were no longer teaching their kids about Christianity, so the 
Sunday School movement changed its focus from Sunday School to Bible Class. 
																																								 																				
1. Influenced by, but not to be confused with, the Sunday School movement, which started in 
England in the 1780s. It was not until the twentieth century that the American Sunday School really started 
gaining momentum within churches. 
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It was not long before many Christian publishing companies were offering a wide 
range of Bible Class curriculum. A quick glance at the early publication of Bible Class 
curriculum, show that the focus was on morality or indoctrination. Indoctrination is the 
unbinding adherence to a literal interpretation of Scripture as the particular denomination 
interprets it. In other words, proselytizing became the focal point as the doctrine of the 
particular church was often presented as scripturally superior to the doctrine of other 
denominations. Evangelical churches, and Protestants in general, have a high view of 
Scripture, and following the authority of Scripture (as seen in Luther’s famous cry for 
Sola Scriptura) became the mantra for many Protestant churches. In the early 1970s, this 
view of Scripture, which incorrectly assumed that anyone with access to the Bible would 
come to the same interpretation, clashed with the extending of adolescence. Teen 
pregnancy, rebellion, atheism, homosexuality, and suicide rates were on the rise, causing 
these churches to quickly add a moral element to their curriculum.  
In the Cost of Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes:  
Perhaps it would be just as well to ask ourselves whether we do not, in fact, often 
act as obstacles to Jesus and His word. Does not our preaching contain too much 
of our own opinions and convictions, and too little of Jesus Christ? Is it not 
possible that we cling too closely to our own favorite presentations of the gospel, 
and to a type of preaching which was all very well in its own time and place and 
for the social set-up of which it was originally intended? Is there not after all an 
element of truth in the contention that our preaching is too dogmatic and 
hopelessly irrelevant to life? Are we not constantly harping on certain ideas at the 
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expense of others, which are just as important? Does not our preaching contain 
too much of our own opinions and convictions and too little of Jesus Christ?2  
Bonhoeffer, who had a background in Lutheranism and Evangelicalism, noticed how too 
much emphasis on doctrine and personal convictions actually acted as an obstacle to 
Jesus. While it may not be fair to compare the context of Bonhoeffer in the rise of Nazi 
Germany to that of American youth ministry, his words help clarify the fault of the early 
educational approach to youth ministry found in the Bible class movement. 
Recently, I talked with a parent who wanted to know how well his child was 
grasping the ideas we were teaching in Bible class. We were currently working through a 
series on prayer, and his suggestion was to have the students complete a test after each 
class series so that parents could analyze their comprehension of the material. The parent 
naturally defaulted to an intellectual understanding of prayer. Which is more important: 
students who intellectually understand every aspect of prayer or students who pray even 
though they might not entirely understand the richness of what they are doing? A family 
minister will be quick to point out that the real sadness of this request is that rather than 
take the time to pray with his children or talk with them about prayer, this parent wanted 
a piece of paper to tell him how well his children understand prayer.  
This story highlights the dangers of the educational model if followed unbiasedly. 
Jesus is different from doctrine; facts about God are different from God himself; 
Christianity is deeper than memorization and adherence to those facts, but the early 
education model had a difficult time helping God become practical and important to 
one’s daily life. For many of these programs, the God who parted waters, healed the sick, 
																																								 																				
2. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (New York: Touchstone, 1995), 36. 
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and became incarnate died in the classroom. And a deistic god took his place and became 
nothing more than a cold, distant “theology” or rhetoric on correct doctrine. God, then, 
became a list of facts (i.e., God is omnipotent, creator, etc.), which was the equivalent of 
a math equation—specific, detailed, and important for the test, but ultimately, not 
something one would use outside of the classroom. Therefore, discipleship itself was 
reduced to memorization and obedience to a specific moral code and one’s 
denominational teachings. 
Program-Oriented (Event-Driven) Youth Ministry 
Mike Yaconelli published in May of 2003, five months before his death, a lament 
of youth ministry in the YouthWorker Journal: “The success of youth ministry in this 
country is an illusion,” wrote Yaconelli, “very little youth ministry has a lasting impact 
on students. . . . So let’s be honest. Youth Ministry as an experiment has failed.”3 Later, 
Yaconelli published an apology because he was not calling for an end to youth ministry, 
as most read his article, but a radical change to the way we do youth ministry. Today, the 
early 1980s and 1990s form of youth ministry is heavily criticized and considered to be 
the most unsuccessful time in youth ministry. To be fair, youth ministry was still trying to 
establish itself as a legitimate ministry of the church and had little scholarly research to 
guide it.  
What is it about those early youth ministry programs that cause us to consider 
them such a failure today? Without strong scholarly support or deep theology guiding the 
new field, many youth ministry programs dissolved into method—a move we are still 
feeling the effects of today. Instead of replacing the educational approach or modifying it, 
																																								 																				
3. Mike Yaconelli, “The Failure of Youth Ministry,” YouthWorker Journal, May 2003. 
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many youth programs simply added to it. Some programs were event-centered, others 
focused on mentoring programs, while others emphasized student leadership programs or 
small groups. The problem with a program-oriented youth ministry is that it can become 
self-absorbed by making the means more important than the ends. The program-oriented 
ministries of the late twentieth century did not just make the means more important than 
the ends; they seemed to have forgotten the ends entirely in any real or meaningful way. 
Unlike the educational approach, where success is measured by how well the students 
adhere to a correct set of beliefs, the program-oriented approach measured success 
numerically by attendance, the calendar cramming of events, or by the number of 
confessions/baptisms in a month.  
The program-oriented mindset of the 1980s and 1990s was big enough to absorb 
every possible approach and to even create some new ones. It is actually quite impressive 
to see the creativity and thought that went into youth ministry philosophy at this time. 
While we can retrospectively see clear weaknesses in the approach embraced by many 
1980s and 1990s youth ministers, one thing we cannot criticize them for is a lack of 
trying and thinking outside the box.  
In fact, we could say what really hurt youth ministry in those times was actually 
too much creativity. Programs after programs were launched in churches to help reach 
young people. Each one required a massive amount of time and energy. Whether it was 
student leadership teams, small groups, retreats, youth rallies or mentoring programs, 
youth ministry became obsessed with programs, and the earliest youth ministry 
publications supported the method-obsession of the time. Youth Specialties and Group 
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Publishing offered an excess of retreat ideas, curriculums, and programs to help youth 
ministers reach more students or develop better programs.  
Program-oriented youth ministry became rampant in the last two decades of the 
twentieth century because of a lack of theological reflection. Old youth ministry mission 
statements prove this point well. When I was first starting in youth ministry, I worked in 
a church whose mission statement read: Evergreen Youth Ministry: Simple. Pure. Real. 
While this mission statement looks great below a logo or on a wall, it offers no real 
guidance to the program; therefore, it is nothing more than a catchphrase. What exactly 
does “Simple. Pure. Real.” mean theologically? For instance, what does it look like 
programmatically to develop Christian teens that are “simple”? At the very least, the 
statement is ambiguous and offers no real guidance on how we did youth ministry at 
Evergreen.  
The epidemic of weak mission statements moved Doug Fields to publish, Purpose 
Driven Youth Ministry. Criticizing the program-oriented culture of his time, Fields wrote:  
In my continual search for new ideas, the ultimate catch became the program that 
would please parents, bring students out in droves, and help students grow 
spiritually. I needed a powerhouse program that would move us from the minors 
to the majors. Not knowing any better, I studied the big league youth ministries 
and hoped that what they were doing would provide my answer. . . . Far too many 
youth workers are busy doing programs, but they can’t articulate the biblical 
purpose behind what they’re doing. They’re just doing.4 
																																								 																				
4. Doug Fields, Purpose-Driven Youth Ministry (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 30; 44. 
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What happens to a youth ministry program when the mission statement acts as nothing 
more than a catchphrase or offers little in the realm of direction and accountability? 
Program-oriented ministries default to their namesake and become obsessed with 
“doing.” Success is not defined by spiritual growth but by numbers. Numbers look good 
in a report, but does little to help students struggling with suicidal thoughts or doubts in 
God’s ability to answer prayers. 
We assume that if our kids are doing “Christian things” with Christian people, 
they are obviously growing spiritually. This assumption is what leads many program-
oriented ministries to be event-driven, but the assumption is flawed. For instance, if 
students are bullied at a game night causing them to hate church, or if girls get pregnant 
at a lock-in, we could actually argue that the program itself was in fact harmful to their 
spiritual development. In Starting Right, Karen Jones wrote: 
Doing big events for event’s sake is not legitimate ministry. There are scores of 
life-changing, must-attend, unlike-any-other, deeply spiritual, ultimately 
challenging, once-in-a-lifetime, activities promoted by youth ministry entities, as 
well as hundreds, if not thousands, of resources available to ministers that offer 
assistance, and suggestions for planning major events. The challenge for ministers 
is not to discover places for their youth to go or things for their youth to do—the 
ultimate challenge is to answer the question: “Where should my youth go and 
what should my youth do if I want them to experience the fruits of a ministry that 
is both faithful and effective by kingdom standards?” . . . How can a youth 
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minister distinguish between calendar-cramming and purposeful planning when it 
comes to scheduling? The secret is to plan with intentionality.5 
Doing Christian things is not always the same as being a Christian. While Christianity 
does involve what we do (e.g., how we serve the poor or care for the widows), what is far 
more important is the “why” behind our actions. A hypocrite, for instance, is someone 
who does the right actions but for the wrong reasons. For example, one of my high school 
boys recently told me that the main reason he likes to go to church is all the cute girls. 
Being a Christian involves the heart (the “hy”) or one’s spiritual disposition, which 
ultimately drives the things we do. Too many events or programs and the ministry ends 
up watered down simply because we do not have the time to deeply reflect on what we 
are doing. When it comes to programs, and discipleship in general, quality is always 
better than quantity.  
Relational Youth Ministry 
Relational youth ministry developed in two different ways in the early years of 
youth ministry. The first way is what I call the typical relational minister. For many youth 
workers, the calling to be a youth minister comes with a deep desire to help students 
overcome the difficult nature of adolescence. While still young, these youth workers 
applied for internship programs in which their primary role was relationship development 
with students. However, there was a lack of administrative and theological training. 
Motivated by their desire to help students but without the relevant theological training, 
these youth workers set out to accomplish what they had been trained to do: build 
																																								 																				
5. Kenda Creasy Dean, Chap Clark, and David Rahn, eds., Starting Right: Thinking Theologically 
about Youth Ministry (Grand Rapids: Zondervan/Youth Specialties, 2001), 349, 350. 
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relationships. Connecting with students became their goal, so they assumed the role of 
best friend or big brother/sister. Mark DeVries, in his book Sustainable Youth Ministry, 
saw their primary role as that of a “camp counselor,”6 and Doug Fields talked about them 
as the enthusiastic “star player”7 instead of youth minister. Where the program-oriented 
minister is an activities director, the typical relational minister jokingly became known as 
a glorified babysitter. 
There is nothing wrong with wanting to connect with students and befriend them; 
however, many typical relational ministers struggle with two different extremes. Either 
they become nothing more than a friend, or they assume the role of God. The first means 
they attempt to blend into the youth culture when they clearly do not belong to it. Like 
Steve Buscemi in the show, 30 Rock, there are few things more concerning than a 
middle-aged youth worker carrying around a skateboard in a generic band t-shirt saying, 
“How do you do, fellow kids?” Driven by their own desire to be liked, these relational 
ministers spend time playing video games with students, watching high school basketball 
games, or doing “chubby bunny” object lessons. Likewise, their program was centered 
towards the same end with three hours of hangout time and only a five-minute Bible 
study. They fail to offer real, challenging relationships that stand in opposition to youth 
culture when needed, and they offer little in the way of spiritual guidance.  
The other extreme for typical relational ministers is to assume the role of God. 
Their helper personality sometimes drives them to subconsciously assume the role of 
																																								 																				
6. Mark DeVries, Sustainable Youth Ministry: Why Most Youth Ministry Doesn't Last and What 
Your Church Can Do about It (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2008), 53. 
7. Doug Fields, Purpose Driven-Youth Ministry, 15. 
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savior. They want students and parents to come to them for guidance so they can “fix” 
their problems. Rather than being a listening companion who steps into the adolescent 
reality to bare the pain with the students, they immediately jump to fixing the problem. 
Like husbands who fail to listen to their wives and jump into “problem solving” mode, 
these ministers hold their youth ministry programs hostage to their own narcissism. 
Instead of empowering other volunteers, they become a rock-star youth minister who 
does everything. Rock-star youth ministers cannot possibly offer all of the spiritual 
guidance to students in their program, so underneath the charisma and enthusiasm is a 
terrifying sense of failure. When these ministers inevitably quit from burnout, their 
programs crumble because they are not sustainably built upon a team of parents and other 
intergenerational adult leaders. 
The second type of relational ministry is more established than the first. It 
developed through the Young Life program under the oversight of Jim Rayburn. The 
main distinction between the typical relational minister and Young Life’s approach is the 
latter’s missional focus. In a typical relational ministry, connecting with the students is 
the ultimate goal. But for Young Life, relational ministry is simply a method in order to 
share the gospel with young people. The basic assumption is that adults need to “go 
where kids are,” in order to “win the right to be heard and share the gospel.”8 The 
emphasis is then placed on adults stepping into the culture of adolescents in order to 
speak into that culture. The strength of this model is that it realizes that relational 
ministry is deeper than just hanging out with students. Relational ministry, as with all 
types of ministry, has to actually speak into the context. Ministry testifies to a greater 
																																								 																				
8. Young Life website. https://www.younglife.org/About/Pages/History.aspx 
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reality than just the physical world around us. If it is not intentionally witnessing to the 
spiritual reality, it is no different from any other relationship.  
Young Life’s approach potentially runs into trouble because it often emphasizes 
twentieth-century approaches to evangelism or, as Andrew Root labels it, goal-oriented 
relationships: 
Relational ministry has had more to do with cultural conflict and fear of 
adolescent moral decay than sharing in the deep suffering and joy of the 
adolescent’s humanity as the place of God’s action in the world. This deficiency 
has caused youth ministry to see relationships in a goal-oriented rather than 
companionship-oriented fashion that is more faithful to a theology of the 
incarnation.9 
The adult volunteer can then come across as a condescending door-to-door salesperson 
for the gospel. Like a car salesperson, the adults appear to have a perfect, shiny spiritual 
life, and if students would only buy into their specific packaged Christianity or morality, 
then the students could turn in their old junker of a life for a brand-new Christian one. In 
other words, the job of the volunteer is to “fix” the brokenness of the student (often 
referring to a moral brokenness) by getting them to accept the gospel. The gospel then 
becomes nothing more than a self-help book, while relational ministry becomes a subtle 
form of manipulation in which students and adults are polarized. Instead of inviting 
students to be participants in the kingdom of God, they are seen only as recipients of 
adult ministry. 
																																								 																				
9. Andrew Root, Revisiting Relational Youth Ministry: From a Strategy of Influence to a Theology 
of Incarnation (Nashville: IVP Books, 2007), 23. 
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 In Young Life’s inner-city contexts, students often come from troubling 
backgrounds. Whether it is gang related violence, drugs, moral decay, or unplanned 
pregnancy, Young Life’s goal-oriented relationships strived to convert them to a new 
way of thinking and living. This is not inherently a bad thing. However, Christian 
morality, as I will argue in Chapter II, is deeper than the “do this” and “don’t do that” 
mentality to which we have reduced it. If the goal of the relationship is change, what 
happens when the students do not change? Either the adults will feel that they have failed, 
or they will break off the relationship to spend their time on young people who are more 
receptive. It is easy for relationships to be performance-based, and performance-based 
relationships are not incarnational relationships. 
Family and Intergenerational Ministry 
Family and intergenerational ministry gained momentum in 1996 with the 
publication of Family-Based Youth Ministry by Mark DeVries. Responding to the typical 
relational minister who became the “rock star” by doing everything, DeVries suggested a 
move that places youth ministry back on the shoulders of the parents. For many youth 
ministry programs, the role of the youth minister had become so prominent that many 
churches and parents defaulted to these trained individuals for the spiritual upbringing of 
their own children. Placing the faith development of young people back in the hands of 
parents was inspired by the overwhelming amount of research that showed that parents 
have the most influence on the spiritual lives of their children.10 DeVries’s push for a 
family ministry approach was widely accepted by churches and academic institutions. 
																																								 																				
10. Roland Martinson, The Spirit and Culture of Youth Ministry (St. Paul, MN: EYM, 2010), 171-
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Churches started including (even expecting) parents to be involved in youth ministry 
programs. In seminaries, many programs changed the name of their degree program from 
Youth Ministry to Youth and Family Ministry. 
Since the time of DeVries, many other groups have pushed for a family ministry 
approach. Orange and D6 are among the leading family and intergenerational ministry 
resources today. Orange gets its name because it is a mixture of two colors (red and 
yellow) and thus depicts the mixture of two ministries (church and family). D6 stands for 
Deuteronomy 6 (the Shema), which is also a call for families to be intentionally included 
in the spiritual lives of students in church programing. Both Orange and D6 offer 
practical resources to help families and churches connect in ways that develop deeper 
faith in young people.  
Family and intergenerational ministry runs into trouble when it is taken to an 
extreme. Some family ministers, for instance, argue that churches need to dissolve youth 
ministry completely and place the faith formation of adolescents back into the hands of 
the parents. The argument is supported by a particular way of reading Scripture in which 
priority is given anachronistically to the family ministry of ancient Judaism and early 
Christianity. Such a move, however, denies the cultural reality of the extending of 
adolescents in which it is taking children longer to grow up. In other words, the current 
adolescent culture was not reality during Bible times, and the adolescent culture is a 
reality that has to be understood before programs can be tailored for faith formation.  
Part of the cultural reality of adolescence is realizing that not every young person 
has strong parental involvement. My wife grew up in a congregation that did family 
ministry particularly well. This church removed most traditional youth ministry 
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programing (i.e., Bible class, youth group events, small groups, etc.). Instead, the 
leadership focused on empowering the parents to be the spiritual leaders of their children. 
One night, while visiting her church, I noticed the lack of what I would call “fringe” 
students. A fringe student is someone who has not yet bought into Christianity but still 
attends regularly for one reason or another (i.e., they like the events, they come with a 
friend, etc.). When I questioned my wife about the absence of fringe students, she simply 
replied by saying, “Well, I don’t know. We’ve never really had any fringe students 
attending when I was growing up.” As the name suggests, the success of a family 
ministry approach hinges on the family (mainly the parents). Because of the emphasis of 
parents in the process of faith formation, family ministry approaches can easily become 
inward focused by lacking real outreach to students that do not fit the church’s particular 
family mold.  
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there were over 126 million households in 
2016.11 While we do not know exactly how many of these families classify as “Christian” 
families, we do know that in 2008, almost 86 million adults did not consider themselves 
to be Christian.12 Therefore, it is safe to assume that at the very least around 25% of 
American families do not classify themselves as Christian families, leaving at least 31 
million families in America that are not Christian. The U.S. Census Bureau also recorded 
that 20.2 million children live with only one parent, and 2.8 million children do not live 
																																								 																				
11. United Census Bureau. “Table HH-1. Households by Type: 1940 to Present.” November 2017. 
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/families/ households.html 2/23/2018. 
12. United Census Bureau. “75 - Self-Described Religious Identification of Adult Population.” 
September 2011. https://www.infoplease.com/world/religion/self-described-religious-identification-among-
american-adults2/24/2018.  
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with either parent (they live with a grandparent or an older sibling).13 Additionally, the 
Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS) reports that there 
are over 400,000 children in the U.S. foster care system, with approximately 100,000 
waiting to be adopted and over 23,000 aging out every year without a family.14  
The sad truth is that a family ministry approach simply cannot work in every 
context or for every child. If the success of a family ministry program hinges on the 
parents, what is the church to do with students that lack parental involvement? A family 
ministry approach that dissolves youth ministry also tends to dissolve outreach to fringe 
students. The educational and relational approach of youth ministry was developed 
specifically in contexts in which parents were not spiritually forming their children. 
Family ministry then accomplishes a great deal in the spiritual lives of students who 
come from Christian families, but it struggles when it comes to reaching students who are 
not privileged with a strong Christian family or with a family in general. While clearly, 
the spiritual influence of parents is paramount, some research has actually suggested that 
the biggest influence on the spiritual life of students is not their parents, but the entire 
culture of the church.15 Theologically, we would hope that the power of God through the 
work of the church would be strong enough to save children from their own families. 
																																								 																				
13. United Census Bureau. “The Majority of Children Live with Two Parents, Census Bureau 
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Administration on Children, Youth and Families, Children's Bureau. “AFCARS Report #24,” November 
2017. https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/resource/afcars-report-24 2/23/2018. 
15. “The EYM Study discovered that it is the culture of the whole church that is most influential in 
nurturing youth of vital Christian faith. The genius of these churches seems best described as a systematic 
mix of theology, values, people, relationship, expectations, and activities. It appears that a culture of the 
 	
19 
Even for the students who come from a strong religious family, spiritual guidance 
from parents is not always a given. The Sticky Faith research discovered that only “12 
percent of youth have a regular dialogue with their mom on faith issues. In other words, 
just one out of eight kids talk with their mom about their faith. It’s far lower for dads. 
One out of twenty kids, or 5 percent, has regular faith or life conversations with their 
dad.”16 Faith formation is becoming increasingly rare among families, which is why the 
educational and Young Life’s relational approach developed. In fact, youth ministry itself 
was born out of the fact that parents were no longer spiritually guiding their students.  
 However, working in a context where family ministry is a viable approach to 
youth ministry, one must be careful of three different problems. On one hand, churches 
can become so ingrained in a family ministry approach that they simply use it as an 
excuse to do nothing. They fail to offer real, tangible ministry towards youth and parents. 
Recently, I sat with an elder from a congregation that embraced such a model. When I 
asked him how his church went about reaching young people, he simply replied, “We try 
not to get bogged down in those questions. That is the parents’ job.” Very few churches 
today actually embrace an apathetic approach to family ministry that assumes that if the 
parents are teaching at home, the church can remain hands-off. The real danger for many 
churches that embrace family ministry is to assume that as long as they have something, 
then they are doing family ministry well. In this case, they have fallen into the same trap 
as that of a program-oriented ministry; the only difference is their program is focused on 
																																								 																				
Spirit emerges with its pervasive and distinct dynamics and atmosphere that is more powerful than its 
component parts.” Roland Martinson, The Spirit and Culture of Youth Ministry, 50.  
16. Kara Eckmann Powell and Chap Clark, Sticky Faith: Everyday Ideas to Build Lasting Faith in 
Your Kids (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), 71.  
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parents instead of students. Having family ministry-type programs does not necessarily 
equate to a family ministry church.  
The second issue that family ministry has to wrestle with is dealing with parents 
that are so invested in their student’s spiritual life that they become spiritual helicopter 
parents. Spiritual helicopter parents are those who are so protective of their children’s 
spiritual development that they do not encourage other adult mentors to guide their 
children. Currently, in my ministry context, I have a junior in high school who will not 
attend any youth functions unless his mother attends with him. When his mother has a 
scheduling conflict, he refuses to attend the retreat or event. I also have a grandfather 
who attends every Bible class that his grandson attends. We have a policy to protect 
against spiritual helicopter parenting; therefore, adults are not allowed to attend a youth 
Bible class more than 50% of the time. Unfortunately, that means that on the days we 
suggest he does not come to the youth class, he takes his grandson to his adult Bible class 
with him. In cases such as this, spiritual helicopter parents hold their children hostage to 
their own spiritual egotism or narcissism.  
Is it really bad for this mother and this grandparent to be so involved in their 
child/grandchild’s spiritual life? Is there really such a thing as being too involved 
spiritually? After all, it has to be better than the opposite extreme. In spite of the 
psychological effects that suggest that helicopter parents have the same negative impact 
psychologically as that of a neglectful parent, such as anxiety and depression,17 helicopter 
parenting also has a negative impact on the spiritual lives of children because it affects 
																																								 																				
17. Terri LeMoyne and Tom Buchanan, “Does ‘Hovering’ Matter? Helicopter Parenting and Its 
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the development of healthy Christian habits. The teenage years are a powerful time when 
students are forming spiritual habits that will last with them into adulthood. If teenagers 
engage in spiritual growth activities only when their parents or grandparents are involved, 
then what happens to their spiritual life when their parents or grandparents are no longer 
in their life? What happens to the spiritual life of students when they go to college or 
when the grandparents die? We would expect their faith to die with them.  
The third danger of a family ministry approach is much like the danger we see in 
Young Life’s approach to relational ministry. Because family ministry emphasizes the 
role of the parent in the spiritual life of adolescents, it can sometimes treat students as 
objects rather than subjects. In other words, rather than helping students develop their 
own faith, many family ministry approaches place emphasis on parents passing down the 
parent’s faith to their children. Rather than inviting students to become active participants 
of God’s ministry through the church in their own unique ways, students are expected to 
believe the same things as their parents and be spiritually formed by the same processes 
that their parents were formed. Rather than guiding our students while they wrestle with 
questions and doubts, many parents simply try to convince their children to buy into their 
specific “flavor” of spiritual maturity. If we are not careful, then when young people have 
doubts, they often feel guilty and try to repress their questions because they feel like they 
are letting down their parents.  
Many approaches to family ministry today subconsciously encourage the spiritual 
objectification of children by neglecting student spirituality and centering the discussion 
on the parents. Such an approach denies the roots of the family ministry movement that 
made it valuable in the first place. Family ministry in its beginning was not just about 
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equipping parents—though that is good and important. It was a deep appeal to the church 
for a new societal reality that mended the gap between adults and young people both in 
the family and in the church. It was an invitation not to place students under the spiritual 
authority of parents but to invite them to be full-time members of the church while still 
being students. The best family ministries are not just about equipping parents. They are 
about intergenerational relationships that go both ways. It is inviting, guiding, and 
empowering students to participate in God’s ministry to the world alongside their parents 
and not under their parents. This coministry is the real strength of a healthy family 
ministry approach because it helps students and families learn how to do ministry 
together in their own unique, independent, and communal ways.  
Psychological Youth Ministry 
A few years ago, one of the worst things that can happen in a youth group 
happened in my group. For some reason, this particular summer was different from 
others. Maybe it was the students we had at the time, or maybe it was the new curriculum 
that was being adopted in all the health classes at the schools in our area. Whatever the 
reason, my youth group caught the fallout for it. It seemed that everyone in our youth 
group was falling in love with each other. It was the summer of 2014, (The Summer of 
Love, as one of our students called it), multiple students in my youth group started dating 
one another.  
Those who have been youth ministers for a long time know the devastation that 
can follow when their students begin to date: the exclusiveness, the P.D.A., and, worst of 
all, if things do not work out, the awkwardness often pushes one of the students out of the 
youth group. The raging hormones of adolescents and the new freedom from parental 
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control that comes with being a high schooler caused an epidemic of youth group couples 
to spring up that summer. It was so bad that one of the graduating seniors, a victim of the 
Summer of Love, used his graduating “swan song” to plead that younger students never 
date within the youth group.  
Wade Little was a sophomore when he contracted the love-bug for a sweet 
sophomore girl in our group. Amanda Hughes was everything Wade dreamt about; she 
was pretty, smart, funny, and (most importantly) she liked him. Since it was Wade’s first 
girlfriend, he decided to take things slow at first and just be friends so that the two could 
get to know each other better. After one week, he decided it was time to move things to 
the next level and seal the deal by becoming Snapchat and Instagram official. The two of 
them did everything together: they sat together in church and youth group, attended 
events together, and even got caught by me kissing a few times on the bus to a retreat. 
They were good kids who loved each other deeply (as much as a high school love would 
allow).  
In a dating relationship, six months is considered the “honeymoon phase.” The 
newness of young love and the mystery of who they are drive couples to do everything 
together. After six months, however, that newness wears off and what was once a cute 
personality trait develops into a full-fledged pet-peeve. Wade and Amanda were not 
immune to the six-month road mark. Simply doing things together was not enough to 
overcome the mile marker, especially since Wade had developed a curious little habit of 
smacking his gum and food, which drove Amanda irrationally indignant.  
Inevitably, the two were doomed, and the long-anticipated break up note finally 
reached Wade’s phone in the form of a shattering text message. It was over. Wade’s first 
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and only love had cut the cord, and he was broken. In the weeks following, Wade stopped 
eating and sleeping. His grades plummeted, and he stopped showing up for work. He 
spent hours in his room going over their relationship again and again. He studied it in his 
mind and obsessed over it. Maybe if he had changed something, like bought her flowers 
more often or stopped smacking his gum, things would have ended differently. Maybe it 
would not have ended at all. Wade spiraled into an overwhelming depression that seemed 
to take over his entire life. The only thing he seemed to be interested in anymore was 
attending youth group events because he knew he would be able to see Amanda from 
across the room.  
One night, though, Amanda showed up to class with a new boyfriend. As the two 
of them stood singing together and holding hands, Wade’s heart broke, and he collapsed 
to the floor. He was unresponsive and shaking. We rushed him off to the emergency 
room where he was diagnosed with malnutrition and severe depression.  
Wade’s story is just one of many similar stories in youth ministry. We work with 
many students who are struggling with various psychological issues. Eating disorders, 
suicidal thoughts, broken families, depression, loneliness, abuse, and bullying become a 
recurring topic in pastoral counseling sessions. Because of the growing number of 
psychological issues facing today’s youth, youth ministers of the early 2000s developed a 
strong sense of what I call, “psychological youth ministry.” While youth ministry of the 
70s focused on morality, indoctrination, or relationships, and youth ministry of the 80s 
and 90s focused on programs or families, youth ministry of the new millennium focused 
on distressing psychological issues facing their students.  
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Psychological youth ministry started gaining momentum under the banner of 
youth culture. At Fuller Theological Seminary, Chap Clark was leading the push for a 
connection between adolescent psychology and youth ministry. Through books such as 
Hurt, youth workers and parents became more aware of the psychological issues facing 
their students. In his book, Clark described the terrifying culture of adolescence:  
The surface of the adolescent landscape is where internal fears, loneliness, and 
insecurities must be held in check, where friendships are generally shallow, and 
where performance and image are the name of the game. Alongside or, more 
accurately, beneath the superficial and all-too-often cosmetic layer of high school 
life, there are dark, lonely corners where the neon light of sanitized conformity 
seldom penetrates. Just below the sheen of coerced normality are the stress and 
strain of personal survival in a hostile world.18 
For many students the culture of adolescence (the adolescent reality) is fraught with 
neglectful parents, broken peer relationships, and performance-based love. Underneath 
the sports, extracurricular activities, and family photos are insecurity, brokenness, and an 
overwhelming fear of failure. 
 In 2010 the National Institute for Mental Health reported that nearly 20% of 
teenagers (ages 13-18) struggle with a mental illness.19 The Children’s Bureau estimated 
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that in 2014, around 702,000 children were victims of abuse and neglect.20 Additionally, 
in 2014 the Center for Disease Control and Prevention concluded that suicide is the 
“second leading cause of death among youth and young adults 11 to 15 years” and that 
suicide rate in this age range has double since 2007. The contemplation of suicide among 
youth is far higher than those who actually attempt it with “17.7% of high school students 
reported seriously considering suicide . . . and 14.6% made plans to carry out suicide.”  
In addition, issues of self-harm have also increased in the United States. According to the 
American Journal of Prevention Medicine, the “rate of hospital emergency department 
(ED) visits for nonfatal self-inflicted injuries . . . among youth aged 10−24 years 
increased substantially during 2009−2015. Among females aged 10−14 years, ED visits 
nearly tripled.”21 The psychological statistics of adolescent culture are disheartening to 
say the least. 
In fact, Clark’s work was so impactful that some seminaries changed their youth 
ministry degree from Youth and Family Ministry to Youth, Family, and Culture. In the 
trenches, the youth ministers who were able to attend master programs moved away from 
theological or ministerial training altogether, and instead, they opted for becoming 
trained counselors. Their youth ministry programs became focused largely on a type of 
therapy in which youth workers spent much of their time in one-on-one counseling 
sessions.  
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To be clear, adolescent psychology has been a large resource in youth ministry 
since the days of Erik Erikson and Sigmund Freud. It is not that Clark suddenly brought 
youth ministry into conversation with adolescent psychology; however, he did retool it. 
In the early years of youth ministry, adolescent psychology mostly focused on issues such 
as adolescent development, extending of adolescence, family systems theory, and identity 
formation. Adolescent psychology under Clark set out to explain the adolescent culture. 
Psychological youth ministry starts running into trouble when we reduce the 
purpose of youth ministry to be about nothing more than therapy. There is nothing wrong 
with wanting students to be emotionally stable. In fact, I argue in Chapter II that being 
emotionally stable is one of the first steps a student must take on the road of faith 
development. The problem with many psychological approaches is that they settle for 
merely helping students become emotionally stable. These programs settle for therapy 
instead of discipleship. Where the educational approach to youth ministry was about 
morality and indoctrination and the program-oriented approach dissolved into method by 
becoming concerned about numbers, the psychological approach embraces therapy as its 
goal.  
The practice of youth ministry had become so chaotic and misguided in the early 
90s that at the turn of the millennium, in the book Starting Right, twenty-five of the 
greatest youth ministry scholars made a push to place youth ministry under the discipline 
of practical theology, hoping that practical theology would offer the theological 
grounding youth ministry desperately needed. Out of the push came a deeper sense of 
youth ministry academia.  
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Practical Theology and Youth Ministry: A Brief Overview 
Youth ministry and practical theology as fields of study both grew to popularity in 
the late 1960s and each developed as reactionary fields. When youth ministry as a full-
fledged ministerial program of the church sprang up in America, it was a reaction to the 
problem of the extending of adolescence, which was a new phenomenon flooding the 
Western world. Suicide and teen pregnancy rates skyrocketed as psychology struggled to 
describe why these new “adolescents” were floundering between childhood and 
adulthood. The extending of adolescence moved adolescent psychologist to ponder the 
reason for the shift while many evangelical churches embraced the change and developed 
programs to address the growing generational gap.  
 Practical theology as an academic discipline dates back further than the 1960s 
under Fredrich Schleiermacher; however, it was not until the late 1960s that the discipline 
started gaining momentum in the academic community and became its own field of 
study. The growth of practical theology was a reaction to a more culturally concrete and 
far-reaching Western phenomenon known as the Enlightenment. The Age of Reason 
prioritized rational thinking over experience, and the field of science over that of the arts, 
leaving little credibility for experiential ways of knowing. In the late 1960s, practical 
theologians challenged Western epistemology for knowing truth, known as nomothetic 
truth. Nomothetic truth is knowledge gained through the scientific method, which meets 
the criteria of falsifiability, generalization, and replicability. Against such criteria, 
practical theologians argued for ideographic knowledge, which is knowledge based on 
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experience that may or may not be replicable or generalized.22 For example, nomothetic 
knowledge of fire would claim traits (i.e., fire is hot) but ideographic knowledge offers 
meaning to traits (i.e., we know what “hot” is only because we have touched fire). The 
former is theoretical while the latter is experiential.  
In the social sciences some practical theologians collaborate with anthropologists, 
educators, sociologists, political scientists, and others to argue for the validity of 
qualitative research for ideographic knowledge. Unlike these other fields of study, the 
practical theologian gives priority to theology and ministry as an end, whereas, for 
example, an anthropologist seeks to examine how human communities embody 
theoretical or philosophical ideas. While practical theologians want to understand human 
or communal practices, the ultimate goal is to understand how humans or communities 
embody specific theologies. Ministry becomes a priority for the practical theologian 
because the goal does not simply seek understanding but a more refined theological 
practice.  
  Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore in her introduction to The Wiley-Blackwell 
Companion to Practical Theology,23 outlines four different contributions to practical 
theology. These contributions move between the general uses of practical theology and 
the particular. I offer here a quick summation of Miller-McLemore’s descriptions because 
they offer clarity as to what we mean when we talk about the connection between 
practical theology and youth ministry. 
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1. Practical Theology as a Discipline 
Practical theology as a discipline refers to the entire field of study. As a discipline, 
practical theology becomes a large umbrella that covers a number of other topics: 
spiritual formation, ministry, pastoral counseling, church leadership, worship, and 
missiology. The other side of the coin is a discipline known as systematic theology, 
which Schleiermacher divided into historical theology and philosophical theology.24 
Systematic theology covers fields of study such as biblical interpretation, church history, 
dogmatics, apologetics, and religious philosophy. In systematic theology, priority is given 
to theories or ideologies, whereas in practical theology, priority is given to communities 
of faith. In other words, practical theology deals specifically with how communities of 
faith embody theological ideas as a response to God’s action in the world. John Swinton 
and Harriet Mowat explain that practical theology begins with God and moves toward 
our response to God: “God and the revelation that God has given to human beings in 
Christ is the true starting point for all Practical Theology. The discipline of Practical 
Theology emerges as a response to and recognition of the redemptive actions of God-in-
the-world and the human experience that emerges in response to those actions.”25 
As an example, when we talk about the doctrine of the Trinity, we are talking about an 
issue belonging to the discipline of systematic theology. On the other hand, when we 
examine the ways in which the relationship of the Trinity is an example for how we 
																																								 																				
24. Tim Sensing, ed., The Effective Practice of Ministry (Abilene, TX: Abilene Christian 
University Press, 2013), 31. 
25. Swinton and Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research,  11. 
 
 	
31 
should treat others, we are talking about an issue that belongs to the discipline of practical 
theology.  
At the turn of the millennium, a collection of some of the greatest youth ministry 
thinkers set in motion a movement that is still in transition today. The book Starting 
Right26 argued for the need to place the field of youth ministry under the discipline of 
practical theology. The overlap between the two fields was amicable, and it was believed 
that practical theology could offer direction to youth ministry, which was flooded with 
method but lacking in a legitimate theological purpose. Placing youth ministry under the 
discipline of practical theology gives us the ability to place youth ministry into 
conversation with other disciplines. A multidiscipline approach allows youth ministry to 
have some accountability. The field is no longer in a void but can draw from other 
resources such as spiritual formation and adolescent psychology. Without a 
multidisciplinary approach, youth ministry can be harmful. For instance, a psychological 
approach to youth ministry can actually be harmful if the pastoral counselor is unaware of 
proper counseling techniques. Instead of recreating the wheel, we need to draw on the 
wisdom and resources from other fields of study and apply them to the adolescent 
context. 
Placing youth ministry under the discipline of practical theology also gives 
priority to a specific way of knowing. If youth ministry functions under the field of 
systematic theology, then priority would be given to theories and methods. Under 
practical theology, however, youth ministry functions more like worship, missions, and 
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spiritual formation—these are all fields that require some level of lived experiences that 
point not just to ideologies and intellect but also to a practical type of knowledge that we 
could label as godly discernment.  
2. Practical Theology as a Curriculum 
Practical theology as a curriculum refers specifically to the training of practical 
theologians in academics. Schools of practical theology have grown over the past forty 
years, and many schools offer a training approach in which they contextualize their MDiv 
and DMin programs under the discipline of practical theology. These programs differ 
from a PhD program because they focus not on a theoretical type of knowledge but on 
knowledge gained from practical and lived experience. Case studies, congregational 
research, and mentorships all become hands on experiences that ground theories in a 
specific context. 
The practical-theological curriculum of youth ministry at this point strictly applies 
to youth ministry scholarship, that is training of youth ministers as practical theologians. 
Before the turn of the millennium, approaches to youth ministry functioned haphazardly, 
and for many youth ministry programs, the approaches themselves became the end goal. 
In a program-oriented ministry, for instance, events are planned, not for any theological 
reason but because that is what one does in youth ministry: plan events. Practical 
theology as a curriculum moved youth ministry out of the “how-to” model, and into a 
model of theological reflection. Instead of picking up books on new curriculum, methods, 
and retreat themes, youth ministry spent some time examining youth culture, adolescent 
psychology, and healthy youth ministry habits that seemed to develop lasting faith in 
young people. Thus, there has been a shift in youth ministry. Andrew Root has coined 
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this as “the theological turn in youth ministry.”27 While youth ministry of the 90s was 
overwhelmed with practices, youth ministry scholarship of the early 2000s has deep 
theology, but it lacks a detailed explanation of practical application. 
3. Practical Theology as a Method 
  Practical theology as a method deals mainly with the way one goes about 
studying a particular context. Since practical theology at its core is about figuring out 
what God is up to in a specific community at a specific time, great emphasis is placed on 
the process of discernment. Here, the field is divided over two issues: First, practical 
theologians are divided on whether primacy should be given to social science or 
theology. In practical theology, some such as Ray Anderson’s The Shape of Practical 
Theology: Empowering Ministry with Theological Praxis,28 or John Swinton and Harriet 
Mowat’s Practical Theology and Qualitative Research,29 utilize social scientific methods 
of research in order to help refine religious practices. On the other hand, Richard Osmer 
published Practical Theology: An Introduction,30 which examines theological 
embodiment in religious practices. The first examines how a cultural or social reality 
influences one’s spiritual life, while the latter examines theological embodiment. For 
instance, when we examine the effects of depression on the spiritual life, we are giving 
priority to social sciences. On the other hand, if we notice that our youth group fails to 
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participate in Christ’s ministry to the marginalized because there are cliques that exclude 
the less popular students, then we are giving priority to theology.  
 Practical theology in youth ministry is no exception to this dilemma. In youth 
ministry, the split is quite literally the difference between East and West. Mark Senter 
highlights the tension of practical theology as a method in youth ministry by writing:  
On the east cost of the United States, Kenda Creasy Dean at Princeton 
Theological Seminary [and Andrew Root, a student of Dean who now teaches at 
Luther Seminary], engaged the work of James Loder and Richard Osmer to 
provide a way to free youth ministry from the dominance of the social sciences. 
Concurrently on the west coast, Kara Powell, Cheryl Crawford, and Chap Clark 
built on the practical theology of Ray Anderson to bring the social sciences into 
the theological discussion of youth ministry. . . . These efforts appeal to a wide 
cross section of youth ministry educators. But to other educators as well as to 
many practitioners, the descriptions of youth ministry grounded in Practical 
Theology seem neither practical nor theological. 31  
The second debate in the method of practical theology is a type of “chicken and 
egg” question: do practices inform and refine one’s theology, or does one’s theology 
refine the practices? For instance, missiologist Craig Van Gelder and Dwight Zscheile 
write, “Theology matters more deeply than we often recognize  . . . theological 
commitments are embraced in and shaped by practices in community.”32 Assuming that 
																																								 																				
31. Mark H. Senter III, “A History of Youth Ministry Education in the USA,” Journal of Adult 
Theological Education 2, no. 1 (2014): 58.  
32. Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective: Mapping 
Trends and Shaping the Conversation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 101. 
 	
35 
the actions of churches or individuals can be changed by refining their theology is what 
gave birth to practical theology under its archaic name applied theology. It is also the 
basic assumption that underlines some youth ministry approaches such as the educational 
approach in which the minister thinks that if students are having premarital sex, all they 
need is education on why such actions are harmful. Once they have that information, they 
will naturally change their actions (practice).  
As I mentioned earlier, practical theology involves interdisciplinary conversation, 
and because of this, we have recently seen how practice inherently challenges and 
changes our theology—a point I will return to later. For now, it should be easy to notice 
that by participating in healthy spiritual practices (fasting, prayer, etc.), we learn new 
things about God or at least come to see Him in different ways. The easiest example of 
this is how the practice of reading Scripture will often inherently lead a student to a 
deeper understanding of God beyond listening to a lecture about God. The process of 
doing one’s own research and wrestling with a text allows one to have a deeper type of 
knowledge than just being spoon-fed information. Practice that influences theology is the 
basic assumption behind an event-driven youth ministry in which rather than just talking 
about a theology such as missions, ministers encourage the students to go out and see 
God’s missional nature through a hands-on experience.  
 As I have already hinted at, how we answer the “chicken and egg” question often 
determines our approach to youth ministry. If we believe that theological understanding 
changes how people live their life, then we will place emphasis on an educational model. 
On the other hand, if we believe that practices change our thinking, we might be more 
inclined to approach youth ministry with events in a program-oriented youth ministry. 
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Similarly, it was the assumption of the youth ministry scholarship that a refined theology 
in youth ministers would lead to deeper youth ministry practice. On the other hand, 
church leaderships sought out experienced youth ministers assuming experience led to 
deeper thinking about youth ministry. 
4. Practical Theology as a Way of Life 
Practical theology as a way of life is the process of developing a theological lens 
through which we interpret our experiences. Properly, it is the activity of faithful living. 
In a Time magazine interview, Karl Barth advised young theologians to read both their 
Bibles and their newspapers but to interpret their newspapers from their Bibles.33 Barth 
was explaining that true theology is grounded in a context. As people of history, we find 
ourselves in a unique place and time. It is our goal to figure out what God’s will is for our 
particular historical and spatial context. Theology at its core is about defining God’s 
identity. Modern missiologists are quick to note that one of God’s inherent qualities is to 
be active. The Latin term missio, used by the early church fathers, is defined as “to send.” 
The term, however, was not used to define church activity (i.e., the mission of the 
church); instead, it was used to describe God’s nature in sending the Son, Holy Spirit, and 
church (i.e., the mission of God). Craig Van Gelder and Dwight Zscheile write, “We have 
come to see that mission is not merely an activity of the church. Rather, mission is the 
result of God’s initiative, rooted in God’s purpose to restore and heal creation. ‘Mission’ 
means ‘sending’ and it is the central biblical theme describing the purposes of God’s 
action in humanity.”34 This idea prompted the missiological saying, “the church does not 
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have a mission; God’s mission has a church.” A sending God is not a distant, stagnant 
God, but a living, moving, and active God. Theology seeks not only to define the facts 
about God (i.e., he is omnipotent, creator, loving, etc.) but to also understand and identify 
God’s action in our world. Practical theology is about discerning God’s action in our own 
individual and communal experience. This confession then leads to the mantra of the 
discipline (“all real theology is practical theology”) because theology is not just about a 
proper list of theories or doctrines; its main purpose is the engagement with God’s 
activity in the world.  
Practical theology as a way of life is where the theories about God and the 
spiritual life are put to a practical test in one’s everyday experiences. It is knowing 
enough about God (theology) in order to identify his activity in our schools, jobs, 
families, or communities of faith (practical). As a way of life, however, practical 
theology goes deeper than just identifying God—it is about participating with God once 
we are able to identify his mission in our context. When Jesus taught his disciples to pray, 
he instructed them to pray that God’s “kingdom come and his will be done on earth as it 
is in heaven” (Matt 6:12). As N. T. Wright explains about this part of the Lord’s Prayer:  
Jesus is risen, therefore God’s new world has begun. Jesus is risen, therefore 
Israel and the world have been redeemed. Jesus is risen, therefore his followers 
have a new job to do. And what is that new job? To bring the life of heaven to 
birth in actual, physical, earthly reality. . . . . The bodily resurrection of Jesus is 
more than a proof that God performs miracles or that the Bible is true. It is more 
than the assurance of heaven after death. . . . Jesus’s resurrection is the beginning 
of God’s new project not to snatch people away from earth to heaven but to 
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colonize earth with the life of heaven. That, after all, is what the Lord’s Prayer is 
about.35 
It is “filling the earth full with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord” (Hab 2:14) until 
“the kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord” (Rev 11:15), and 
“every knee bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil 2:10). As John Swinton 
and Harriet Mowat have written: “The task of Practical Theology is to ‘remind’ the 
church of the subtle ways in which it differs from the world and to ensure that its 
practices remain faithful to the script of the gospel . . . . Practical Theology has a 
particular goal: to enable faithful living and authentic Christian practice.”36 
Simply put, practical theology as a way of life is putting one’s faith into action. This is 
why in his chapter on practical theology, Tim Sensing quotes Terry Veling: 
Practical theology necessarily attends to the conditions of human life. It is 
concerned with the unique, particular, the concrete—this people, this community, 
this place, this moment, this neighbor, this question, this need, this concern . . . . 
This is how practical theology typically begins . . . with a situation, a concern, a 
question, an experience, an issue, an event—something, at least that claims 
[theological] attention.37  
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As youth ministers, we need to be honest with ourselves. Is our youth ministry 
program truly about teaching students how to identify God’s activity in their experiences? 
Are we really about providing a space that empowers students to put their faith into 
action? Do we simply strive to entertain them for a few hours a week? Do we try to 
convince them of our own moral code or indoctrinate them in our own beliefs? Are we 
more concerned with teaching parents or other adults the methods of passing down their 
faith to their children? Do we subconsciously tell our kids to put their faith on hold until 
they are older? Does our program inherently or subtly stifle adolescent faith? These types 
of youth ministries will not do. They deny the beauty and the grace of the gospel. The 
kingdom of God is for everyone. It is for the broken, the poor, the Gentiles, the sick, and 
most certainly for our children. We are all invited to participate in God’s mission of new 
creation. 
Here is the point of this conversation between the fields of practical theology and 
youth ministry: practical theology in youth ministry has traditionally been limited to 
youth ministry curriculum (i.e., the training of youth ministers as theologians) or method 
(the process of studying youth ministry programs). Practical theology as a way of 
adolescent life is often overlooked. Surprisingly, adolescent faith has taken the 
backburner in youth ministry scholarship and many youth ministry programs. While we 
say that our ministry is about teaching the faith or making disciples, the truth is that 
oftentimes our books and our meetings are filled with logistics. We spend more time 
planning our programs, defining youth culture, offering therapy, coaching parents, or 
spoon-feeding information to students to realize that we are not offering practical 
spiritual guidance. On the academic side, we have failed to tap into practical theology’s 
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greatest contribution—practical theology as a way of adolescent life; instead, we settle 
for teaching youth ministers to be systematic theologians. 
The Dropout Statistics of the New Millennium 
Not surprisingly, obsessing over programs, indoctrination, moralism, goal-
oriented relationships, neglectful parents, and psychological issues leave students with a 
watered-down faith that is easy to abandon. Better training of youth workers opened up 
more opportunities for research. Groups such as the Lilly Endowment and the National 
Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR) provided national research that shocked churches. 
Youth workers were already painfully aware of the mass exodus of students from the 
church, but now they had the numbers to back it up. Even with youth ministry being 
under the discipline of practical theology, many students who seemed to be engaged in 
church during their teen years are woefully abandoning it once they graduate. Below are 
a few of the dropout statistics that have emerged in the twenty-first century:  
1. Real Teens (2001):38     60% dropout rate 
2. Gallup Poll Study (2002):39     68% dropout rate 
3. Barna Research Group (2006):40     61% dropout rate 
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4. Lifeway Research (2007):41      70% dropout rate 
5. College Transition Project-Sticky Faith (2010):42 50% dropout rate 
6. You Lost Me (2011):43       59% dropout rate 
7. Pew Research Center (2015):44   78% dropout rate 
While these statistics are shocking, many youth workers fail to take them seriously 
because they assume that most of these students will eventually return to the church once 
they are adults. Unfortunately, very few studies actually track this trend because it is an 
insurmountable task to track the spiritual lives of students over a twenty-year period. The 
limited research that we do have suggests that almost half do not return. For instance, 
Thomas O’Connor, Dean Hoge, and Estrelda Alexander tracked the spiritual lives of 206 
students from the time they were sixteen until they were thirty-eight and discovered that 
only 58% of the young adults who fell away from the church after high school returned 
by the time they were thirty-eight.45 
Instead of developing a lasting faith, youth ministry programs seemed to develop 
a faith that was easy to walk away from once students were introduced to competing 
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agendas in college. If students’ faith was intellectualized in the education model by 
remaining only theoretical but lacking any practical value, it was quickly abandoned for 
other theoretical models like scientific atheism or exclusive humanism. Morality-based 
faith, on the other hand, seemed narrow and at times even condescending to the cultural 
context of adolescence that taught moral relativism. The church’s claim to a higher moral 
code is quickly abandoned when a Google search of the word “minister” brings up 
hundreds of news articles that show the church’s failings with moral issues. The fun part 
of a program-oriented ministry could not answer the most pressing questions of life in 
college. Family ministry could develop successful faith in young people only if they 
came from strong Christian families. Even then, if not done right, many students who are 
struggling in their faith find their own parents to be a source of shame and guilt, fearing 
that their parents would think less of them if they only knew the doubts they were 
harboring. Psychology could help students be emotionally stable, but the field has little to 
do with faith formation. Therefore, the goal-oriented relationships that students 
developed in high school with adult mentors dissipated when they failed to live up to 
their hidden agendas.  
With all of the different approaches to youth ministry, it is easy for young youth 
ministers to feel overwhelmed and ignorant of the right steps. When I would talk with my 
youth minister friends after college, I felt as if I were sitting at a campfire again listening 
not to students this time, but to youth ministers who personified their different 
approaches. They would talk about their philosophies, but all the while there was a fear 
that in spite of their efforts many students were still tearfully marching away from the 
church. Youth ministry approaches are like sheep without a shepherd. Because of this, we 
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would read a few more “how to” books and follow the example of our internship mentors 
and youth ministry professors. We embraced the approaches that were passed down to us. 
We became obsessed with the methods and prayed that as long as we were doing 
something, anything, we would develop lasting faith in our students. Nevertheless, 
students continued to march away from the church. 
The Problem with Youth Ministry in America 
Most of what I have said about the temptations found in each approach and the 
dropout statistics are not surprising to many youth ministry professionals. We have been 
aware of the dangers of indoctrination, entertainment, moralism, and other similar 
attractions for a while now, and we have had access to the dropout data for nearly two 
decades. To simplify, we might be able to say that the problem of youth ministry today 
comes about because of the data. Youth ministry in many places has fallen trap to a 
fallacy of data. As Friedman explains, the common response to receiving data as if the 
dropout statistics is to assume one of two things: either the system is uneducated (largely 
the response of youth ministry academia), or the system has not used the right method 
(largely the response of youth ministry practice).46 
While placing youth ministry under the discipline of practical theology was a 
good move, practical theology functioned only at the level of education, neglecting the 
most valuable tenets practical theology has to offer to the activity of faith. What followed 
over the next twenty years was theologically rich books on youth ministry, centering on 
the theological education of youth ministers. Consequently, while practical theology has 
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guided youth ministry for almost two decades now, it has failed to penetrate any deeper 
than youth ministry scholarship. Mark Senter, the primary youth minister historian, has 
argued that one of the main issues with practical theology in youth ministry is that it is 
not practical.47 Many of the youth ministry writers today are not actually youth ministers, 
so there is a tendency for the theology to be somewhat disconnected from the practice. 
The basic assumptions of these academic writers are that youth ministers need to be 
educated in practical theology, so that is what they did. But even after receiving the 
correct education, their graduating students still questioned the relevance of their 
education to the practice of youth ministry.48 
On the other hand, youth ministry practice has been searching for the Holy Grail 
of youth ministry programing. Since its inception, youth ministry practice has been a 
reactionary field. It has reacted to the lack of biblical education of kids, the lengthening 
of adolescence and teen pregnancy statistics, the “rock-star” youth ministers, the 
psychological issues; many today react to the terrifying dropout rate of students after they 
graduate. Kenda Creasy Dean and Andrew Root have criticized youth ministry practice:  
It is not that we have failed to move into action; our calendars are generally filled 
with planned actions, and we are often willing to do new and different things. The 
problem is that we have often failed to attend to deep, rigorous, reasoned 
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reflection; we have been too anxious (rebellious) to slow down and think before 
doing.49 
Youth ministry practice has been in a desperate search for the right thing to do as if the 
problem lay in the realm of technique and approach.  
Youth ministry, whether practice or academia, have been asking the same 
questions and looking for new answers: How do we keep students from dropping out of 
the church after high school? How do we pass down our faith to the next generation? 
These questions have been examined from every angle with hundreds of proposed 
answers. Edwin Friedman explains that systems often become stuck when they 
continually look for answers to old questions instead of reframing the question:  
[An] attribute of imaginatively gridlocked relationship systems is a continual 
search for new answers to old questions rather than an effort to reframe the 
questions themselves. In the search for the solution to any problem, questions are 
always more important than answers because the way one frames the question, or 
the problem, predetermines the range of the answers one can conceive in 
response.50 
Dallas Willard made a striking comment about faith formation in The Divine 
Conspiracy. What if we reframed the question of youth ministry around Willard’s 
thought: “But now let us try a subversive thought. Suppose our failures occur, not in spite 
																																								 																				
49. Root and Dean, The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry, 46. 
50. Friedman, A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix, 41. 
 	
46 
of what we are doing, but precisely because of it?”51 The question, how do we keep 
students from dropping out of the church after high school? leads to a fallacy in thinking. 
For instance, it is actually pretty easy to keep students in the church if we are willing to 
create college ministry programs that sell out the message of Christianity as some 
attraction models have done.  
Perhaps the questions we have been asking are the wrong ones. What if we 
changed from the questions of practice (i.e., how do we keep students from falling away 
from the church after high school? or how do parents pass down faith to their children?) 
or questions of academia (i.e., How do we think more theologically about relational 
ministry? or How do we train youth ministers to think theologically?) to questions of 
practice and theology: What does a spiritually mature adolescent look like in today’s 
culture? What does the activity of faith look like among today’s Christian young people? 
How might we expect spiritually mature students to respond to the activity of God in 
their lives? How might we create a space in our churches that allows student the freedom 
to practice their faith? At their core, each of these questions are practical theology 
questions; but unlike the practical question of youth ministry practice, which center 
around questions of doing or the theological questions of youth ministry academia, which 
centers around the education of youth ministers, they are questions that are both practical 
and theological by centering around the activity of faith in today’s young people. The 
focus is placed on the legitimate faith development of today’s Christian adolescents, not 
on the education of youth ministers or the right type of program. What we do and how we 
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think are two sides of the same coin that lead to a healthy theological goal in youth 
ministry—one centered on the spiritual development of adolescents. Therefore, the 
problem this project seeks to address is to mend the schism between theology and 
practice in youth ministry by centering the discussion on practical theology as the activity 
of adolescent faith.  
The Purpose of this Project 
What is needed in youth ministry is a better way to help contextualize practical theology 
in the concrete practice of youth ministry—to mend the schism between youth ministry 
academia and practice while actually centering the discussion on the faith development of 
today’s adolescents. The aim here is to develop a way in which practical theology can 
offer guidance in the day-to-day decision making of youth ministry; a practical 
theological filter, so to speak, that weeds out the inherent temptations while guiding 
youth ministry approaches towards a healthy theological goal. To this end, the purpose is 
two-fold: First, the general task of the project is to offer a different way of thinking about 
practical theology in youth ministry (largely the task of Chapter II). In addition, the 
particular purpose it to address Mark Seneter’s criticism that practical theology in youth 
ministry is not practical (largely the task of the intervention). Towards the particular goal, 
the project intervention is to empower a team of youth ministry professionals to develop a 
working document that articulates a practical theology for youth ministry programs.  
Definitions 
When I use the term “filter,” I am referring to a process of thinking that weeds out 
the unhealthy agendas or methods of youth ministry approaches, a way of thinking that 
keeps the bad habits of youth ministry at bay and helps promote a healthy theological 
 	
48 
lens that is contextualized and practical for youth ministry programs. In other words, 
when we embrace certain principles of practical theology as our default setting for doing 
ministry, the process will ground the practice of youth ministry to a theological telos. In 
this sense, the filter functions in the background of our thought process. It is not that we 
are coming up with a better program, event, or curriculum that could act as a “silver 
bullet.” Instead, it refers to the basic assumptions that we make about what a healthy 
youth ministry entails—about what makes up healthy programs, events, and curricula. It 
also needs to keep our focus on the faith development of today’s adolescence and not get 
bogged down in theological jargon. 
This filter has to be rooted in practical theology. The term “practical theology” as 
I use it in this project is not taken in the general sense of the discipline. Rather the term 
refers to its original meaning as making new theological decisions in our everyday lives. 
There are many ways to describe this sense of the term: Creating a theological 
worldview, the activity of faith, theological embodiment, or applied theology. Bonnie 
Miller-McLemore classifies it as practical theology as a “way of life.”52  
Chapter II spends a great deal of time outlining and defining practical theology as 
a way of life by which I mean the unique way in which adolescents respond faithfully and 
theologically to God in their personal and communal experiences. The overarching goal 
of youth ministry is helping develop an appropriate response to God as he is revealed 
during the adolescent experience. In this sense, practical theology as a way of life in 
youth ministry is about adolescent spiritual formation.  
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What is adolescent faith? What does it look like? What does it feel like? How 
would we be able to identify a spiritually mature student? These questions often go 
without reflection in youth ministry because there are no easy answers. Trying to judge 
the quality of spirituality is a dangerous game because our perception is limited, and 
spirituality is fluid and constantly developing. If we are not careful, attempts to measure 
spiritual growth become projected criticisms of our own spiritual prowess. At the same 
time, if our goal is to develop adolescent faith, then we must have some idea of what 
adolescent faith actually is. Historically, the church has some general identifying marks 
of spiritual growth. Tapping into the wisdom of the Christian heritage to define the 
process of adolescent spiritual formation will offer guidance to our programs.  
  If we could ask Jesus about his teaching philosophy, what would he would say? 
At one point in the gospels, the apostles take up this question with him. Jesus had a 
strange way of explaining the word of God to his listeners. When asked a direct question, 
he would opt for telling peculiar stories. What made his teaching so unique is that he 
rarely explained the point of the story to his listeners. It would be like a youth minister 
starting a class with an object lesson and then failing to explain the point behind the 
object lesson. In fact, his teaching philosophy was so confusing that the disciples directly 
asked Him for clarification. In Matt 13, the disciples finally pull Jesus aside and ask, 
“Why do you speak to the people in parables?” Unfortunately, the answer they received 
confused them more than the stories themselves. Jesus, quoting Isaiah, simply replied, 
“This is why I speak to them in parables: So that seeing, they do not see; though hearing, 
they do not hear or understand.” I doubt many youth ministers would last long in a 
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church if we approached devotionals with a goal of speaking to our students so that they 
would be confused, yet this is how Jesus taught. 
 When we examine Scripture closely, we notice that there is something almost 
paradoxical to the way of God: as the prayer of St. Francis of Assisi explains, “It is in 
giving that we receive, it is in pardoning that we are pardoned; and it is in dying that we 
are born to eternal life.” These Christian truths are paradoxical at their core. How can 
dying lead to life when the two realities are antonyms? In fact, there are many 
paradoxical truths found in Scripture. Jesus’s teaching on “being born again” caused 
some to question how following the command would be possible (John 3), and his 
command to eat his flesh and drink His blood caused many to stop following him (John 
6). Not only is Scripture paradoxical, but paradox seems to exist in God’s divine nature. 
The entire notion of the incarnation of God in the personhood of Jesus is paradoxical: 
How is it possible for both God and Man to dwell in one being? Why would the Creator 
of the universe submit himself to being born in a manger? How can God be both three 
distinct beings and yet one? Since its beginning, Christianity has wrestled with 
paradoxical statements. Even Paul exclaimed that the way of Jesus seems like 
“foolishness” to those who are outside of it (1 Cor 1:18). At the core of Scripture and at 
the nature of God, there is a subtle realization that things are not always as they appear to 
be. Sometimes, a deep truth or reality might not always be apparent to us.  
At the same time, in Scripture we see another common theme running alongside 
the apparent paradox that is the Christian God. The Gospels are filled with stories about 
blind people receiving sight, deaf people learning to hear, and the faithless gaining faith. 
In Paul, we read about people who were in darkness but are now children of light (Eph 
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5:8) or people who used to dwell on things of the flesh but now live by the Spirit (Gal 
5:17). Without a doubt, the paradox of God is confusing, but there are those who have 
started to unravel the mystery. In doing so, their perspective of reality changed.  
 C. S. Lewis has an interesting way of describing the drama of Scripture in Mere 
Christianity.53 In the beginning, God created humans with an intentional purpose. 
According to Lewis, God created humans to be mirrors that reflect God’s image into the 
world (where God is creator, he endows humans with the ability to create; where God is 
overseer, he gives humans the role of overseeing the garden). This “mirroring” is what it 
means to be created in the image and likeness of God. Sin, then, is aligning one’s mirror 
to reflect things that are not of God and thus distort the intentionality of his creation. We 
distort our created purpose when we reflect the created world (i.e., greed, gluttony, pride) 
or reflect other humans (i.e., idolizing love) instead of reflecting God. Other times, the 
distortion comes through pride or vein-glory when we objectify or exploit the created 
world, other people, or groups of people. Objectification is forcing God’s creation away 
from its created purpose in order to turn their mirrors to reflect our own desires. At its 
core, sin is exploitation or idolization of God’s purposes for His creation. Just like with 
mirrors, over time, the things that we reflect begin to leave their impressions on the world 
and on the glass that makes up our own image. Like dust settling or fingerprints 
smudging the glass, the mirror itself starts to change until it eventually no longer presents 
a clear picture. At this point, even if we were to rotate our mirrors and reflect the image 
of God again, the picture would be so distorted or veiled that it would be hard know what 
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we are actually reflecting. The agenda of God in human history is the process of both 
cleaning our mirrors and realigning them to reflect their true purpose.  
 This process of moving from darkness to light, blindness to sight, ignorance to 
knowledge, or realigning our mirrors is the process of spiritual formation. Spiritual 
formation writers have their own unique way of describing this process. Henri Nouwen 
explained it as coming to realize that we are the “Beloved of God.”54 C.S. Lewis used the 
analogy of becoming “little Christs.”55 Dietrich Bonhoeffer talked about the “Cost of 
True Discipleship,”56 and many of the church Fathers used the language of Theosis (unity 
with God).57 Throughout Christian history, we see entire schools of thought devoted to 
bringing about spiritual formation: in the Catholic Church, time is devoted to monastic 
communities, catechism, and liturgy. Protestant churches were passionate about true 
missions, biblical study, and worship. At the apex of church history, at the heart of 
Scripture, and even at the core of God’s mission for this world, is a desire for humanity to 
be spiritually formed in such a way that we genuinely and unbiasedly reflect the image of 
God. Ever since the fall of humankind spiritual formation has been the quintessential call 
of our very existence. 
 For our purposes, it is important to be direct about what is meant when we talk 
about adolescent spiritual formation. Adolescent spiritual formation is taking the process 
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of spiritual formation and placing it in conversation with adolescent psychology and 
youth culture. Adolescents have a unique way of experiencing the world around them that 
is often in tension with adult culture. In order to define this experience, we must examine 
1) adolescent psychology, 2) American culture, 3) youth culture, and 4) personal 
experience. The culmination of these four aspects of the adolescent experience is what I 
call the adolescent crisis of reality.  
Spiritual formation, unlike adolescent psychology and culture, is a little more 
difficult to outline. Gordan Fee has argued that the modern definition of the term 
“spiritual” carries almost every possible meaning in our culture except the biblical 
meaning.58 In the modern sense, the term “spiritual” can mean anything from “a search 
for meaning” to “finding inner peace.” Even within the church, the term is often 
misconstrued to moments of deep emotion or fluffy ideas about our “spiritual bodies” 
after death. Pragmatically, Diogenes Allen offers an approach to the discussion by 
presenting seven fundamental principles that communities of faith must answer in order 
to center their programs on spiritual formation.59 For our purposes, I have framed these 
questions in the context of youth ministry. 
1. What is the goal of adolescent spiritual life? 
2. How do students get to that goal? 
3. What motivates them to start down the path towards that goal? 
4. What helps them make progress down that path? 
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5. What hinders them? 
6. How do we measure progress? 
7. What are the “fruits of the Spirit?” that is, how do we measure success? 
How we answer these questions directly impacts the activity of ministry to Christian 
young people. In fact, every ministry team to some degree has answered these questions. 
Some have spent time in prayer and study, while many assume (incorrectly, I believe) 
that the answer is quite obvious.  
Jeffrey Greenman offers a working definition of spiritual formation as “our 
continuing response to the reality of God’s grace shaping us into the likeness of Jesus 
Christ, through the work of the Holy Spirit, in the community of faith, for the sake of the 
world.”60 The goal of spiritual formation is to achieve Christ-likeness in our thoughts, 
experiences, and relationships that develops first and foremost through the work of the 
Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit, however, accomplishes this work in us as we reflect on and 
participate in the grace of God to humanity. This process is not an individualistic 
endeavor, but a deeply communal endeavor as it seeks to participate in the ministry or 
mission of God in our world. A majority of what follows in part 3 of Chapter II is an 
attempt to unpack this definition in reference to the adolescent crisis of reality and 
involves 1) the process of conversion, 2) the experience of formation, 3) the articulation 
of theology, and 4) the participation in ministry and missions. 
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Delimitations and Limitations 
The implementation of a formal plan in developing a practical theological filter is 
limited by proximity. Team members are recruited nationally; therefore, meetings will 
utilize online resources such as Google documents and Zoom. The collaboration team 
was made up of volunteers and may limit the project based on availability. This project is 
also delimited to youth ministry in the U. S. Furthermore, the project is delimiting 
practical theology to a way of life as opposed to a discipline, curriculum, or method as 
outlined by Miller-McLemore. In addition, as discussed above, I delimited to the top 
seven youth ministry approaches because these seem to be the most widespread 
approaches in youth ministry practice.  
Conclusion 
This chapter identified inherent temptations in different approaches to youth 
ministry. It has examined how youth ministry practice has functioned in many churches 
throughout the past few decades. At the same time, there are youth ministry programs 
that have geared their approaches away from these inherent temptations towards a 
different goal, one that nurtures faith rather than stifling it. Likewise, it has also examined 
youth ministry academics in regard to the discipline of practical theology. The problem is 
that both the practice and scholarship of youth ministry assume spiritual formation in 
adolescence without clearly defining it. In youth ministry scholarship, there is no clear 
goal at which to focus our approaches, at least not one that has made it into the 
mainstream of youth ministry practice. Before we can gear the practice of youth ministry 
toward a healthy end, we must outline the details of that end.  
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CHAPTER II 
THEOLOGICAL AND THEORETICAL CONSTRUCTS 
This chapter is broken into three parts. First, I identify six principles of practical 
theology that help frame the conversation around adolescent spiritual formation. The next 
two sections of this chapter examine the youth ministry conversation through the filter of 
the six principles. Here, I unpack adolescent spiritual formation by examining 1) the 
process and experience of adolescence and 2) how we might tailor spiritual formation to 
the experience of adolescence in order to bring about a more holistic faith formation 
process in youth ministry practice. The overall argument is to identify the principles of 
practical theology as a way of life so they can be the lens through which we understand 
adolescent spiritual formation. These six principles become the backdrop for framing the 
conversation. The conversation is parts 2 and 3, where I examine how spiritual formation 
can be tailored to the adolescent experience. With the practical theological principles 
acting as a filter, we are able to understand the complexity of the adolescent experience in 
which today’s young people are growing up in an increasingly ambiguous and often 
hostile world—what I call the adolescent crisis of reality. Understanding this context in 
more detail allows us to tailor spiritual formation to the adolescent experience in a way 
that is more fruitful for faith formation in the practice of youth ministry.  
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Six Principles of Practical Theology as a Way of Life 
Practical theology as a way of life has a particular way of doing and 
understanding ministry. There are six principles of practical theology that can be 
extrapolated and applied to youth ministry in ways that will help us center our programs 
on faith formation. Practical theology can act as a filter or thought process that weeds out 
the hidden agendas of our methods. Some of the principles are about helping us 
contextualize our ministry practices in ways that ensure relevance of what we are doing. 
Other principles help us clarify what we mean when we talk about developing faith, 
while others still help us gear our approaches towards healthy goals by adding synergy to 
our efforts. These principles offer only the framework of faith development in practical 
terms; they do not go into the specifics of faith formation within today’s adolescents. 
They offer us a way to think about ministry in a general sense that leads us to the 
particularities of faith formation, but they are not the particulates themselves. I will take 
up that task in sections 2 and 3 of this chapter.  
Cross-Disciplinary Dialogue 
 Practical theology is an interdisciplinary discipline. Youth ministry for many 
years functioned by itself, creating its own field of study, and it led to some of the most 
difficult times in youth ministry history. Placing youth ministry under the discipline of 
practical theology is to place it in conversation with other disciples. This move helps 
youth ministry remain grounded in the larger discussion of the church and also ensures its 
relevance to the context of adolescence. A few of the youth ministry approaches today 
are the result of this movement. The psychological approach to youth ministry, for 
instance, is the conversation between youth ministry practice and adolescent psychology. 
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It is no surprise that the psychological approach to youth ministry sprang up in 2004, 
three years after youth ministry was placed under the discipline of practical theology.  
 Richard Osmer explains that in order for youth ministers to properly identify what 
is going on in their specific context and the larger context (in our case, the context of 
adolescence) requires a cross-disciplinary approach.  
Facilitating dialogue between theology and other fields is important in the 
congregation’s interpretation of events unfolding inside and outside the church. It 
is common for congregations to include people with expertise in medicine, 
business, law, recovery, education, and therapy. Such expertise can be a great 
resource to the practical wisdom of the entire community. The task of the 
[minister] is to draw out this expertise while making sure that the perspectives of 
theology and ethics also are taken seriously.1  
Other fields of study help us understand how to properly interpret what is going on in our 
context. For instance, we can say a lot about the problem with youth ministry that is 
leading to the dropout rates quoted in Chapter I; but, as family ministry (a cross-
discipline approach) has rightly pointed out, the problem is shared in part with family 
systems. Youth ministry has an uphill battle countering the trends laid down in the 
family.  
 Not all fields of study are weighted the same in all situations. In the psychological 
approach, the areas of counseling and psychology are crucial, while an educational 
approach should draw from education theory. This seems straightforward; however, 
many educational approaches in youth ministry are unfortunately disconnected from 
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modern (or postmodern) educational theory, and there are hundreds of untrained youth 
ministers hosting pastoral counseling sessions every day. Such uneducated approaches 
are extremely dangerous, especially in the case of pastoral counseling.  
 Some disciplines are often portrayed as counter to Christianity, and this can be 
devastating for the formation of today’s young people. science and Christianity are often 
seen as polarizing fields. Regardless of the topic in debate, the polarization of 
Christianity and science leads many young people to question the validity of Christianity 
in general. Whether Christians like it or not, science is one of the main ways our culture 
determines truth. In the eyes of many students, to polarize Christianity and science is to 
polarize truth and myth. For instance, if we say that evolution is absolutely 100% not true 
and our students cannot cope with the carbon dating of dinosaur bones; then, our 
fundamentalism leaves students no wiggle room. If they cannot accept our way of 
viewing things, they have no place to go but towards atheism. If forced to pick between 
science and Christianity, we may be surprised what they choose.  
 A cross-disciplinary approach does not just deal with the sciences either. In our 
postmodern culture, the role of the arts is making a comeback and can be extremely 
formative in youth ministry. Drama, art, literature, poetry, music, dance, and photography 
are not just ways of expressing how one is feeling. They also become avenues of 
understanding the context of today’s adolescence and the tools of formation. Christianity 
has known for hundreds of years the role art and music play in formation. There seems to 
be a rediscovery of the arts emerging as postmodernity reacts against the over emphasis 
of the sciences found in modernity.  
 	
60 
  As Osmer quotes, “The task of the [minister] is to draw out this expertise while 
making sure that the perspectives of theology and ethics also are taken seriously.”2 In 
other words, while we draw from the wisdom of other fields of study, priority is always 
given to theology and ministry. Our goal is not just to educate, counsel, or plan events; 
the goal is ministry. This is one area where youth ministry has struggled. The one field of 
study to which we should cling most closely is often neglected in youth ministry 
scholarship, especially in the Protestant world. When we talk about practical theology as 
a way of adolescent life, we are ultimately talking about adolescent spiritual formation. 
Embracing Different Knowledge Types 
The nature of youth ministry lends itself to the field of education. It is no 
coincidence that the educational approach to youth ministry was the first approach. The 
cognitive development of young people during adolescence places youth in a continual 
state of learning and growing. In educational studies, writers as far back as the 1950s 
have been suggesting that students learn in different ways. Among the different types of 
learning are visual, auditory, linguistic, kinesthetic, logical, social, and solitary. Often in 
ministry, we settle for auditory learning in which the students sit and listen to a lecture or 
visual learning through object lessons, videos, and power points. Not every student is an 
auditory or visual learner though. Some require a social aspect in which they sit at the 
feet of a mentor. Others prefer to journal or take notes, or they require physical learning 
that allows them to move and use their bodies. When we limit our teaching styles to just 
visual and audio, we inevitably leave some students behind.  
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In Luke 10:27, Jesus talks about the greatest command, “Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your 
mind.” Learning how to love God with the totality of our being requires embracing God 
in different ways. Auditory and reading styles may help us learn to love God with our 
minds but does little to teach us how to love God with our strength.  
How, then, can we as youth ministers help our students be spiritually formed in 
the totality of their being? While educational theory can offer us a number of different 
skills and tools that we can use to better communicate, embracing different learning 
styles is deeper than just tools of the trade. As Tim Sensing writes, “Ministry is not just a 
set of skills but a way of seeing the world and a way of being in the world.”3 Being in the 
world in a specific way (i.e., a godly way) needs to be learned and therefore needs to be 
taught. First, we must understand that there are types of knowledge. Practical theologians 
often refer to Aristotle’s three different types of knowledge as a way to clarify Christian 
knowledge: techne, episteme, and phronesis.4 In order for students to develop lasting 
faith, they need to have all three types of knowledge about God and the Christian life.  
Techne knowledge is knowledge of a trade such as playing the piano or knowing 
how to fix a car. In youth ministry, this type of knowledge is useful when it comes to 
training students in certain Christian practices. For instance, a distinct aspect of spiritual 
formation is learning techniques of spiritual practices such as prayer and reading 
Scripture. Many spiritual formation writers such as Henri Nouwen or Mother Teresa 
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define true prayer as listening to God. In contrast to listening to God through prayer, we 
often tend to talk to God (or, in some cases, we talk at God). Learning how to listen to 
God in prayer does not come naturally and must be learned. Being attentive to God’s 
voice takes practice. Many middle school students have not developed critical thinking 
skills and are not able to extrapolate God’s voice from Scripture or prayer. Techne 
knowledge allows them to develop spiritual habits that will help them see God when they 
are older. 
Episteme knowledge is knowledge of theory. A traditional educational model 
often overemphasizes episteme knowledge by passing down theories that seem to be 
hopelessly irrelevant to life. Applied theology, however, suggests that every theory or 
idea eventually becomes embodied in our lives. Therefore, theoretical knowledge has a 
way of changing how we live. Missiologists Craig Van Gelder and Dwight Zscheile 
write, “Ideas matter. They shape our understanding of reality, frame our interpretation of 
life, and help to inform our choices. But what we really believe, that to which we are 
truly committed, is what becomes embodied in those choices that we actually make and 
in the practices in which we engage.”5 In many unhealthy educational and family 
ministry approaches to youth ministry, episteme knowledge becomes a sales pitch in 
which teachers or parents offer a specific idea and expect their students or kids to buy 
into that idea. Kara Powell and Chap Clark explain this tension in their Sticky Faith 
series, “We have a dilemma: our faith can never be their faith, and yet as they are 
growing up, we try to force them to replicate our experience and our journey. We know 
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we can’t. But it is so hard not to, because our journey is all we know.”6 It is not about 
“passing down our faith” but about helping our children take ownership of their own 
faith. Episteme knowledge for Aristotle is not about believing certain theories and 
rejecting others. Instead, the heart of episteme knowledge is about learning how to be a 
critical thinker. In youth ministry, the heart of spiritual episteme is teaching students how 
to think critically about God. Instead of giving students the answers, we teach them how 
to find the answers.  
Phronesis knowledge is practical knowledge of how the world works. For 
practical theology, phronesis is spiritual discernment—practically understanding how 
God works in the world and how individuals and communities are spiritually formed. 
Tim Sensing explains how this type of knowledge is gained and the main questions it 
seeks to answer by quoting Patrick Keifert:  
This act of spiritual discernment grows out of attending to three sources for 
spiritual relevant knowledge for spiritual discernment: (a) tradition, especially 
Scripture, (b) culture and society, and (c) the experience of the faithful, both 
personal and communal. In each of these moments, the basic questions remain the 
same ‘What is God up to here?’ and ‘What is the Word of God for us in this place 
and time?’”7  
Spiritual phronesis is the fine-tuning of the spiritual senses so that we can see God’s 
working in our own experiences. Practical theologians explain this kind of knowledge as 
																																								 																				
6. Powell and Clark, Sticky Faith, 185. 
7. Tim Sensing, ed., The Effective Practice of Ministry (Abilene: Abilene Christian University 
Press, 2013), 39. 
 	
64 
Christian practical wisdom8 in which the Christian has enough spiritual know-how to 
understand how God naturally works in the world. In youth ministry specifically, 
phronesis knowledge is desperately needed because phronesis directly counters the 
deistic tendencies that surround the adolescent culture. What if we took this concept and 
applied it practically to our youth ministry settings? How would it change the way we do 
youth ministry?  
Forming Meaningful Practices 
 In Aristotle’s three types of knowledge, we can already start to see how spiritual 
practices are important in developing lasting faith. Spiritual practices have a way of 
involving different learning styles that help us get to know God with more than just our 
minds. Lectio Divina, for instance, has a powerful way of allowing Scripture to speak to 
our heart. Prayer walking, on the other hand, allows us to seek God’s working in our 
community while using our bodies.  
Since humans are not just brains floating in a vat, practices and belief formation 
become intertwined. Miroslav Volf defines this process in terms of “practice-shaped 
beliefs” and “belief-shaped practices.”9 Practice-shaped beliefs are practices that at first 
may seem strange to us but over time begin to teach us something unique about God. 
When Christianity was first gaining momentum in the first and second century, it was 
shrouded in persecution, forcing Christians to meet in secret. Among the pagan public, 
the Eucharist became ominously famous for cannibalism because Christians “ate the 
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body” and “drank the blood” of its leader. It was not until they became members that they 
noticed the spiritual impact of the Eucharist. To outsiders or our kids, a practice such as 
the Eucharist can be strange. They may not completely understand the importance of that 
practice when they first start, but over time, the practice itself begins to teach them and 
form their beliefs. To be clear, though, practice-shaped beliefs are not just about “doing 
Christian things” and hoping that one day something might be learned. Instead, there is a 
level of intentionality. We are creating space in our lives for God to teach us. We are not 
sure what God might say to us, but we take an intentional moment to rid ourselves of 
distraction and quiet our spirit so that if he does speak, we can hear it.  
On the other hand, it is possible to go through the motions and have actions be 
completely devoid of any real meaning. Hypocrisy is a real threat to Christianity. 
Therefore, as Volf suggests, we also need belief-shaped practices. The practical theology 
of Richard Osmer helps us understand that sometimes our practices are teaching the 
wrong thing and need to be refined so we can better communicate the truth about God.10  
In youth ministry, it is important to take time for reflection. The goal of reflection, 
though, is not just a programmatic task where we examin our events to see if they are 
successful. More importantly, reflection includes an examination of our actions to see if 
they are spiritual. For instance, when we lead our group on a mission trip, do we actually 
take time out of the busyness of the practice to guide our students in reflection of what 
these practices teach us about God? Swinton and Mowat write:  
This hermeneutical task necessitates considerably more than simply applying 
theory to the practices of the church through the development of effective 
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techniques. Rather, it will mean a careful theological exegesis of particular 
situations within which the practices and experiences that emerge from those 
situations are explored, understood, evaluated, critiqued and reconsidered.11 
A few years ago, I had a student that was having a difficult time seeing God on our 
mission trip. After talking with him, we discovered that he spent most of the time on his 
phone texting his girlfriend back home. He then offered me his phone for the rest of the 
week, which allowed him to be fully present with God. If our trip had been too busy to 
allow time for reflection, I would not have had the opportunity to guide him in a better 
practice. 
Helping students develop a habit of engaging in “practice-shaped beliefs” and 
“belief-shaped practices” teach our students to think critically and seriously about their 
spiritual life. As youth ministers and parents, we offer our students a faith that is 
intentionally seeking communion with God and not just passively waiting to receive one. 
For students that are more tactile or for younger students that are not able to think 
critically, developing habitual moments of intentional communion becomes a practical 
way they can take charge of their own spiritual life. 
The Importance of Context 
  Context is an aspect of ministry that is often overlooked because of its subtle 
nature. Practical theology, however, gives primacy to context and realizes the powerful 
impact it can have on individuals. Mark Lau Branson writes, “Our individual habits and 
biases are shaped by the habits and biases of the group, whether the group is our church 
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or some other identifiable social influence.”12 Every person finds him or herself in a 
community; therefore, those communities impact their belief systems. Our churches, 
work, schools, and countries form our habits and worldviews. We are all formed by a 
community. 
Adolescents today find themselves in many different contexts that influence their 
faith formation. Oftentimes, our students are swept up in the treacherous waters of 
culture. Like a rock that is caught in the current, as youth culture moves our students 
down the stream towards adulthood, culture shapes and forms them. Sometimes the 
shaping is violent as our students smash into experiences of divorce, bullying, or personal 
trauma. Other times, the formation of our students is gentle and smooth, almost going 
unnoticed, as our students move through school, develop new friendships, and get 
involved in extra-curricular activities. 
As ministers and parents, we need to take care and nurture the spirit of our 
families and churches. How we go about being in the world has a subtle way of speaking 
to the world. Rather than leaving it up to chance and circumstance that our students will 
find their way down the stream to faithful adulthood, we must be intentional with the 
contexts that we create. We must intentionally create space in which adolescent faith can 
flourish.  
How might youth ministers engage the different contexts and cultures that 
influence the spiritual lives of today’s adolescents? When it comes to the topic of context, 
this question often takes the focus of youth ministry academics. However, how we shape 
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and nurture a student’s context, while important, is not the focal point of practical 
theology. Instead, the goal is to help our students realize that each person, tradition, and 
community carry certain cultural “baggage.” Whether it is American culture, youth 
culture, or denominational culture, every community has a bias towards spiritual 
formation. The importance of context is about helping our students understand the ways 
in which culture forms them spiritually. It is about teaching them how to push back 
against their biases when necessary or embrace them when they are intentional. 
The Importance of Experience 
Brian is an old youth group student who followed the path of many of his peers. 
He grew up with strong Christian parents, attended church regularly, and was an active 
leader in the youth group. However, as he entered his second semester in college, he 
made a terrifying discovery that he could no longer hide. One night he sat down at his 
computer and typed out a twelve-page paper on why he could no longer believe in God:  
I’m not exactly sure who it is that I’m writing this to. I just have a lot of thoughts 
that I need to get out. Frankly, this is one of the scariest things I’ve ever done, 
because as I write this out, I’m solidifying the fact that I’ve made a life changing 
discovery. Make no mistake, this is not a paper that I’m proud of. I hate the fact 
that I’m even doing this right now, but I simply have to or no progress can be 
made. However, I can’t go on living a lie and pretending like everything is ok. 
I’m trembling as I type this out and I haven’t even gotten to the point yet. What 
I’m about to say will be shocking to some, but what I fear most of all, is that it 
will actually hurt those who care about me. Here it goes: I don’t believe in God . . 
. I don’t believe in the power of prayer and that’s something I’ve never been able 
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to do. My small group on Sunday nights has been going through a series on 
prayer, and I’ve been completely unable to contribute to the discussion because I 
have nothing to say. I haven’t said a prayer that wasn’t out of obligation in a long 
time. When I did pray, even as a kid, I never asked God for anything. My prayers 
were always prayers of thanksgiving, and confession. I would close my eyes and 
just spill my heart out to God without asking for a single thing. I couldn’t 
rationalize God acting upon our world in today’s time period. I still can’t. 
Brian, like many of his peers, is seeking God. Unfortunately, what they often find 
in the church is a place that is filled with wonderful people, but God is not among them. 
Behind all of the Bible studies, events, and the sheen of gospel preaching was an 
emptiness, a hole where God was supposed to be. When Brian talks about conversing 
with God in prayer, he hints at the core of his longing: “I couldn’t rationalize God acting 
upon our world in today’s time period. I still can’t.” For Brian, there was no such thing as 
an experience of God because as he rationalized: God cannot or will not work in our 
world today.  
In practical theology as a way of life, human experience is more important than 
theory or ideas. If we asked our students what they experienced at our last event or class 
time, what would they tell us? Would they tell us about the experience of friendships, the 
experience of the worship service, or the experience of a fun object lesson? If we were 
honest, how many of our students would be able to say that they genuinely experienced 
God? It is not that God does not show up in friendships, lessons, or worship. Rather, 
many students have not been trained how to see God properly. Guiding our students in a 
deliberate, albeit enigmatic way of seeing God is the core calling of ministry and at the 
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heart of practical theology. As Swinton and Mowat write, “A key aspect of the practical-
theological task is to evoke such ‘unnatural self-reflection’ and to raise people’s 
consciousness to previously hidden dimensions of everyday situations.”13  
We make assumptions about God somewhat subconsciously through our own 
experiences. We might try to compartmentalize between God and our everyday 
experiences, but that simply will not do. Would it not make Christianity so much easier if 
we could put discipleship in a nice, little box and store it in the garage of our minds, only 
brining it out in philosophical conversations? But Christianity does not work like that. 
God will not be compartmentalized. Faith demands our life as a stage on which to 
perform. As Swinton and Mowat explain:  
Practical theology takes human experience serious. . . . [It] acknowledges and 
seeks to explore the implications of the proposition that faith is a performative 
and embodied act; that the gospel is not simply something to be believed, but also 
something to be lived. Bearing witness to the gospel is an embodied task and not 
simply a matter of the intellect. Human experience is ‘a place’ where the gospel is 
grounded, embodied, interpreted and lived out.14  
In youth ministry, how do we go about providing space for students to embody 
the gospel and meet God in their experiences? While God can and does show up in the 
most mundane moments of everyday life, there are other moments of astonishing clarity. 
One of those places is in ministry. The actions of ministry allow the gospel and God to 
take on flesh and become a living, breathing reality that is incarnate in our own lives. 
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14. Swinton and Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, 6.  
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This is why it is important that we move youth ministry away from the “passing down of 
faith” where we treat students as objective recipients of adult ministry. If we want our 
students to truly see and experience God, we must invite, empower, and guide them in 
their own unique ways of doing ministry because it is in ministry that our students will 
come into contact with the true Minister who became tangible to humanity by clothing 
himself in the experience of humanity. As Henri Nouwen explains: 
Go to the place where people are in pain, but don’t go alone. Go with others who 
have learned how to be grateful for the good and bad of life. Go with those who 
can sit with others in need, even if problems and pain persist. Let your heart be 
broken, and rely on Jesus’s example of self-emptying so that you can be filled by 
God’s strength. Then you will find the Messiah in your midst.15 
A few years ago, we took our high school group on a mission trip to work with 
the homeless in our own community. The week was filled with tears of both joy and 
sadness, tears of sadness from the stories of the people our own community had 
overlooked, but tears of joy in the realization that God had not forgotten them. After the 
week was over, we returned home with renewed awareness of what God was doing in our 
community. One day I received a call from Samuel, one of the seniors that went on the 
trip with us. He was excited to tell me about an interaction he had had with a homeless 
person at Walmart earlier that day. While he was loading his car, a woman approached 
him and asked for food. Samuel rushed back inside Walmart and bought her some food 
and a drink. When he offered his gift, she was astounded and said, “This morning, I asked 
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God to show himself to me, and God told me I would meet him in the face of another 
person, and I realize now that the person he was talking about is you.” As Samuel ended 
his story on the brink of tears, he said to me, “I can’t believe God would use me to 
answer another person’s prayer.” In the experience of ministry, God was embodied in 
Samuel, and he was profoundly aware of and humbled by his presence. 
The Importance of Applied Theology 
Before practical theology was known as practical theology, it carried the label of 
applied theology. Applied theology stands in contrast to systematic theology, which deals 
primarily with theories and ideas about God for the sole purpose of arranging religious 
truths as a self-consistent whole (e.g., doctrine). Applied theology, on the other hand, 
seeks theological concepts and ideas that are relevant to the context and experience of 
individuals and groups. Some forms of systematic theology seem irrelevant to the daily 
life of people as scholars debate, for instance, the exact parse of a Greek word. Applied 
theology, as the name suggests, seeks to apply theology as a lens through which an 
individual or group may interpret the world around them.  
 Today applied theology is better understood as a subcategory of practical 
theology, dealing primarily with fields such as missions, ministry, evangelism, and, since 
2001, youth ministry. The goal of applied theology in this framework is two part: The 
first goal is to think theologically about the purposes and approaches to the field in 
question. Here, evangelists, missionaries, and ministers seek to ensure their goal aligns 
with the mission of God in order to protect the practice from devolving into mere 
technique. The second goal, then, is the activity of faith by living out theological 
concepts through one’s ministry. This is not just the task of ministers or missionaries. 
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Rather, the purpose of ministers or missionaries is to empower those under their oversight 
in participation with God’s ministry. Therefore, these two: faithful living (applied) and 
thinking about God (theology) become interrelated goals of applied theology.  
There are a number of ways applied theology seeks to reach its two interrelated 
goals; particular importance is to analyze the language we use to describe God. Our 
language forms our thoughts and those thoughts form our beliefs. Beliefs become 
embodied in our actions and lived out in our experiences. The way we talk about God 
will eventually determine how we live our life and how we interpret the world around us. 
Terms such as “discipleship” or “evangelism” can be so overused that the meaning 
becomes nothing more than a shadow of what they once stood for. Practical theology 
offers a different language, which helps us think about God in new and refreshing ways. 
Sometimes this involves creating new ways of expressing the gospel so that it is relevant 
to our audience. Other times, it means returning to old themes from our heritage to stand 
against our culture and root us in the teachings of the church and Scripture. Returning to 
old themes, however, is not about using confusing language that is archaic and out of 
place. Swinton and Mowat explain practical theology 
offers fragments and themes that emerge from particular situations and contexts. 
It uses the language of themes and patterns, rather than systems and universal 
concepts, seeking to draw us into the divine mystery and drama by providing 
reflective experiences that enable us to re-imagine the world and our place within 
it.16 
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 We should not be surprised that in ministry we are called to offer different types 
of language to capture the essence of God for our listeners. The nature and identity of 
God is so big that we must use every aspect of our language to capture it, and even then, 
we still come up short. Scripture itself uses a number of genres of writing to capture the 
nature of God. The writers of Scripture use poetry, narrative, wisdom, epistle, and 
apocalyptic language in order to describe God’s relationship with his people. These 
methods of writing cause God’s people to be caught up in the drama of Scripture, which 
helps them think about God in a new and fresh light.  
 I have discovered in my own context that many students are actually hungry for a 
deeper theological discussion. One of our high school students recently wrote to me and 
said, “I personally love the more theological lessons. I understand that the broader 
lessons are useful to most and that they are a good “recharge” I suppose, but I feel like I 
actually LEARN more when we are taught things we do not already know.” Our young 
people are more intelligent than we often like to think. They can and want to understand 
complex theologies such as the Trinity or the incarnation as long as it is relevant to their 
life—as long as it helps them live more faithfully as Christians.  
Conclusion 
 
 In Taking Theology to Youth Ministry, Andrew Root writes:  
 
We get confused into thinking the heart of youth ministry is organized calendars 
and vision statements rather than having the courage to seek to become a part of 
God’s action in the world. . . . I contend that at its core youth ministry is about 
participating in God’s own action. The purpose of youth ministry is to invite 
young and old to participate in God’s action. . . . What makes it distinct from 
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other ministries is its particular focus on the actions of God with and for young 
people.17 
The filter of practical theology as a way of life in youth ministry is about helping students 
learn how to participate in God’s action in their own unique ways. Our techniques, 
methods, and approaches are essential aspects of a healthy youth ministry program; 
however, unless they are geared towards empowering students to have lasting, active 
faith, they will always fail to be real ministry. Real faith is learning to interpret and live 
in the world in a particular way—a Christ-like way. After all, that is what the word 
Christian literally means—“Christ-like.” If we want our students to take their faith 
seriously, we have to tailor our conversations to their own contexts and experiences. We 
have to teach them how to love God with the totality of their entire being. We need to 
offer them thought-provoking habits and language that draws their attention to a higher 
reality. When our ministry is grounded in practical theology, it will help them develop a 
faith that is also grounded. When applied as a filter, these principles create holism among 
our different approaches and our conversations. The rest of this chapter views the youth 
ministry conversation through the lens of practical theology as a way of (adolescent) life 
by using the six principles listed above. In other words, it outlines the fundamentals of 
adolescent spiritual formation by placing spiritual formation in conversation with 
adolescent culture and psychology.  
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The Experience of Growing Up: A Description of the Adolescent Experience 
 
In The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry, Andrew Root writes, “What makes 
youth ministry distinctive is not its form, but its flock.”18 When we picture youth 
ministry, the thoughts that often come to mind are activities such as retreats, games, 
fundraisers, and the occasional lock-in. We tend to believe that activities distinguish 
youth ministry from other ministries of the church. However, youth ministry was not 
born out of a desire to have more games or retreats. It was born out of a desire to reach 
adolescents. Therefore, in the beginning, the distinctiveness of youth ministry was tied to 
the nature of the adolescent process. The form of ministry, which is developed out of 
Scripture and has been refined by the universal church throughout history, is still relevant 
and empowering to our young people. Youth ministry does not necessarily need new 
“forms” (i.e., programs), but a way to tailor the historical “forms” of the church so that 
they speak to the adolescent context. Anything short of this is to disconnect our students 
from the overall identity of God found in the universal church and Scripture because it 
unintentionally segregates adolescent faith from adult faith.  
 Adolescent spiritual formation, then, is taking the process of spiritual formation 
(the form) and placing it in conversation with adolescent psychology and youth culture 
(the flock). Adolescents have a unique way of experiencing the world around them. 
Partly because of their cognitive development, family systems, stage of life, and cultural 
pressures, the adolescent reality differs from the adult reality. The goal of this chapter is 
to offer a description of the adolescent experience as it unfolds in America while 
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highlighting the ways in which the experience influences faith formation and 
discipleship.  
The experience of growing up is layered like concentric circles. The outermost 
layer is examined by adolescent psychology, involving the process of identity formation, 
puberty, and cognitive development as it contributes to the extending of adolescence. 
Here the claim is that the process of growing up and becoming an adult is woefully 
ambiguous, leading many students to flounder between childhood and adulthood. There 
is a need, then, for spiritual formation to be tailored to this specific and extended 
developmental period. Next I examine the culture of America in general in which I 
highlight how the church’s practice of developing faith in young people is often 
misaligned with the American culture. In other words, students are exposed to specific 
formational practices in their everyday lives (i.e., school, family, friends) and the church 
tends to develop faith in ways that are not natural to this experience, making faith 
formation a difficult process. At the same time, not everything in American culture is 
healthy for faith formation, so next I examine youth culture in which we see the areas 
where today’s young people push back against the American culture and why that is 
important for faith formation. Finally, the innermost layer is personal experience, which 
includes family, church, and school. Here I make the case that spiritual formation can and 
should be tailored (contextualized) for individuals’ personal reality. In other words, in 
concert with the practical theological claim, faith formation is culturally bound, and it is 
the goal of adolescent spiritual formation to help individuals live faithfully in their 
particular context.  
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The deeper the layer, the more fluidity of experience there is between different 
adolescents. For instance, the term, “American culture” is a generalization of the types of 
ideals, norms, practices, and values that students are exposed to in their everyday life in 
contrast to students who grow up in Japan. In this case, we can confidently say that there 
are some American ideals that every student will understand, and even if they do not 
necessarily share these ideals, they still experience the societal pressure to conform to 
them. However, the social pressures found in the deeper level of youth culture and 
personal experience might fluctuate. A homeschooled student in rural Kansas will 
experience different social norms from that of a student growing up in inner-city Detroit. 
The collection of these pressures creates a unique experience—what I call the adolescent 
crisis of reality. 
 The deeper the level, the more cultural and psychological awareness a minister 
needs in order to tailor spiritual formation to the adolescent context. Youth ministers are 
particularly skilled at understanding the immediate culture of adolescents and figuring 
out unique ways of reaching students. Cultural and psychological awareness, however, is 
more than just figuring out how to connect relationally with a football player versus a 
band geek. Cultural and psychological intelligence knows when a church needs to tailor 
spiritual formation to the adolescent context and when a church should remain 
countercultural. Alternatively, as David Livermore writes, “The objective of the acquired 
understanding isn’t to become like the people in that cultural group or to be able to play 
their games. The goal is to understand and appreciate the rules behind their lives and 
 	
79 
society so that you can effectively lead.”19 The line is difficult to navigate, and it is often 
blurry; but with enough cultural and psychological intelligence, we can discover ways of 
developing deeper faith in today’s American youth.  
However, we must address one more item before getting into the bulk of this 
section. We need to examine briefly the relationship between psychology and spirituality 
as it relates to the adolescent crisis of reality because, in general, there is an ongoing 
debate in practical theology over the use of the social sciences. Youth ministry, in 
particular, has not escaped this debate. The psychological approach has struggled with 
reducing ministry to mental stability instead of faith formation. Therefore, we must make 
a brief case as to why youth ministers must give priority to spirituality over psychology 
as an answer to the adolescent crisis of reality.  
The Relationship between Psychology and Spirituality 
Practical theology as a way of adolescent life begins first by defining the context 
of adolescence. In order for spiritual formation to be relevant, it has to take the adolescent 
crisis of realities seriously. However, we cannot simply remain in the psychological 
world. Practical theology gives priority to spirituality over psychology.  
What do we mean when we use the words “spiritual” or “spirituality”? Philip 
Sheldrake offers a conventional definition of spirituality: “In Christian terms, spirituality 
refers to the way our fundamental values, lifestyles, and spiritual practices reflect 
particular understandings of God, human identity, and the material world as the context 
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for human transformation.”20 The term “spiritual formation” then describes a process of 
transformation or spiritual maturity that leads us to deeper, more intimate knowledge of 
God. We form theoretical knowledge of God often through study while experiential 
knowledge is formed by participation in the spiritual life (i.e., habits, disciplines, 
ministry).  
While psychology is essential to understanding adolescence, there is still 
something deeper. If Christianity is true and the drama of Scripture is an accurate 
depiction of humanity, then the questions at the core of the adolescent process and 
experience can truly be addressed only theologically. As Henri Nouwen wrote, “If you 
simply remain in the psychological world, if you only raise psychological questions, you 
will only get psychological answers when your heart needs spiritual wisdom.”21 This 
does not mean that adolescent psychology is useless in the process of adolescent spiritual 
formation. Quite the opposite. First, it should be noted that there are some adolescent 
issues that ministry is not equipped to handle and must rely on psychology for help. 
Mental illnesses such as depression, eating disorders, and self-harm should look to 
psychology and therapy over theology. Even though theology might be able to help 
adolescents struggling with a mental illness, psychology is far more equipped to address 
these specific crises because ministry and psychology have different agendas. The 
intended purpose of counseling is helping the patients overcome physiological issues and 
become emotionally stable while ministry, on the other hand, is about helping them 
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understand God, their relationship with God, and how that relationship should orient their 
life. At the same time, mental stability is one of the first steps in adolescent spiritual 
formation. For instance, one study recently examined the spirituality of people struggling 
with depression and found that episodes of depression are spiritually categorized with 
feelings of immense abandonment of and blindness to God.22 To borrow the language of 
Henri Nouwen, it would be difficult for a students to see themselves as the “Beloved of 
God” if they are struggling with low self-image and self-hate.  
The difficulty in many psychological approaches to youth ministry is that they 
stop at emotional stability. As Chris Smith, Kenda Creasy Dean and the National Study of 
Youth and Religion explained, youth ministry becomes about helping our students be 
happy.23 Being happy is not the purpose of Christianity (it is the purpose of Buddhism 
through Nirvana—overcoming suffering). In fact, there seems to be a deep theology in 
Scripture and in the life of Jesus that assumes that if one is truly living a spiritually 
formed life, they will run up against some very unhappy situations. The unique 
confession of Christianity is not overcoming suffering but believing that God steps into 
those moments of unhappiness with us. That is the revelation of the incarnation and the 
cross: God is willing to be a place-sharer in our struggle with sin, pain, and death.  
Adolescent psychology also clarifies the growing up experience by offering us a 
clearer picture of what is at the heart of the adolescent journey. It provides us with an 
opportunity to tailor spiritual formation and our youth ministry programs specifically to 
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the questions of identity and fidelity that flood the adolescent journey of faith. It ensures 
that our message resonates with our students according to their cognitive development 
and culture. If, for instance, students have doubts about the fidelity of God because their 
own parents abandoned them, all the Bible classes and retreats over the topics of prayer, 
heaven, or even the Trinity itself are mute unless it addresses the crisis of their heart. If, 
on the other hand, we tailor our explanation of the Trinity, prayer, or heaven in light of 
the adolescent crisis of reality, we will be speaking to the core longing of their hearts. 
Without consulting adolescent psychology or youth culture, spiritual formation becomes 
stale, disconnected, and irrelevant to life. As Chap Clark explains, “Discipleship is a 
lifelong process, and to take development seriously we must first embrace, encourage, 
listen to, and empower our young within appropriate developmental realities before we 
expect them to meaningfully respond to the ‘means of grace’ in an adult-like way.”24 
The adolescent longings of identity and fidelity can now be addressed in holistic, spiritual 
ways. Baptisms and confessions are no longer just about “being saved” but actually act as 
a rite of passage in which the student’s identity is being formed to the identity of Christ, 
and fidelity is found in the invitation to be a part of the community of faith. Programs 
such as Senior Sunday can be transformed from graduation parties to being about a rite of 
passage in which adult mentors bestow a Christian identity on the graduating seniors as 
they are moving out of the youth group.  
Without realizing the cognitive developments our students face, we can often 
speak over or under their heads. For instance, educational approaches to middle school 
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ministries that ask critical thinking questions such as “what does this Bible verse say to 
you?” create moments of awkward silence because many middle school students still 
have not solidified their critical thinking skills. They are unable to take theological 
concepts and apply them concretely to their own experiences. What they can do, 
however, is start developing spiritual habits or memorize Bible stories and theological 
points that will guide them in the future. On the other hand, high schoolers have the 
ability to think critically about their own faith and take responsibility and ownership of it. 
If we just spoon-feed them information, then their faith is intellectualized and remains 
abstract instead of concrete. In other words, God will not be applicable to their daily life, 
and the high school years is precisely the time we want to help students start seeing how 
God works in concrete ways.  
Realizing that youth have their own culture means that we recognize that students 
have their own way of doing things. Intergenerational ministry in many churches tends to 
be adults expecting youth to participate in adult ministries—often only at the level of 
handing out flyers. On the other hand, if we understand youth culture, we can see the 
futility and absurdity of expecting an entire generation whose main form of 
communication is through impersonal technology to go have face-to-face conversations 
on door knocking campaigns. Last week, I sat with a student who explained the 
frustrations that came with his fruitless attempts to persuade a girl to go out with him. 
Trying to play it cool and causal, he began their conversation over snapchat because 
“texting is too personal.” What would happen if we allowed students the freedom to do 
ministry in their own unique ways? What would happen if we guided and empowered 
students to actually do outreach in a way that they wanted to do it instead of asking them 
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to conform to our way of doing it? This is not to suggest that adults remain disconnected, 
but their role transforms from being leaders of adult ministry to promoters of student led 
ministry.  
Spiritual formation is then contextualized into no longer just a theory but a 
practical answer to the deepening questions of identity and fidelity while understanding 
the cognitive processes and utilizing youth culture in a positive way. Christianity 
becomes organic, freeing, and something worthy of their lives. Contextualizing spiritual 
formation in the adolescent crisis of reality means that youth ministry is no longer about 
“passing down the faith.” Instead, it allows students the freedom to wrestle with the 
paradox of God in their own unique experiences until they develop their own faith. 
Students are no longer passive recipients of adult ministry. They are invited and guided in 
their own ministries. As I mentioned earlier, youth ministry is no longer about adults 
doing ministry to student; it is about inviting students to participate with adults in their 
own ministries. It is unlocking practical theology as a way of adolescent life in the 
activity of adolescent faith. 
The Psychology of Adolescence 
 A few years ago, a close friend of mine slipped in the shower and hit his head on 
the edge of the tub. He hit his head so hard that his brain began to swell, causing him to 
have amnesia. For two months, he could not remember his name, the face of his father, or 
any other details of his life. Over the next few months, he started building a new life. He 
ate Thai food for what he thought was the first time, developed new memories with his 
father. One day, as he was silently watching TV, his old life flooded back to him in what 
he described as “a wave of emotion.” Suddenly, without warning, he was able to 
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remember who he was before the accident. The next year was challenging as he tried to 
mend the two different identities in his mind.  
 Like my friend, adolescents struggle with a case of identity amnesia. Erik 
Erikson, one of the most famous American psychologists of the twentieth century, argued 
that at the heart of each stage of life there is a type of psychological crisis. For the 
process of adolescence, the crisis is one of identity.25 Erikson believed that adolescents 
would naturally solidify their identity if they were provided with space to explore. On the 
other hand, if parents tried to push their views too strongly on their children, the process 
would create identity confusion for the youth. Identity confusion leads to identity crisis (a 
phrase coined by Erikson),26 trying out different lifestyles (identities) in different social 
contexts in hopes of finding fidelity (belonging). 
To be clear, Erikson was not arguing for parents or adults to remain disconnected. 
Rather, Erikson argued that parents should play the distinct role of a guide. During 
adolescence, the individual is developing a deeper sense of self in relation to other 
people. Since identity formation can never happen in a void, the most important virtue 
during this stage of life is fidelity.27 Of particular importance to the individual’s identity 
resolution is the same-sex parent.28 J. E. Marcia breaks Erikson’s process of identity 
formation into four categories: identity diffusion, identity foreclosure, moratorium, and 
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identity achievement. Each of these terms are technical ways to simply say the adolescent 
individual is 1) either committed to or not committed to an identity and 2) that the 
individual is either in the process of searching or not searching for an identity.29 As 
adolescents mature, they move through the stages of figuring out who they are. Erikson 
defined the end of the adolescent process: “It must be realized, then, that only a firm 
sense of inner identity marks the end of the adolescent process . . . Such identity, 
however, depends on the support which the young individual receives from the collective 
sense of identity characterizing the social groups significant to him: his class, his nation, 
his culture.”30 Struggling with a lack of identity is not something that happens in a void 
but rather in the midst of community. Another way of explaining it would be to suggest 
that identity is bestowed upon individuals by the social context in which they live.  
What was unique about Erikson’s writing was that he noticed that today’s 
adolescents were in a state of what he called “prolonged adolescence”—that is, it was 
taking longer for adolescents to solidify their identity and find fidelity.31 It was in the 
midst of this “prolonged adolescence” that youth ministry originated as a program of 
evangelical churches. When youth ministry as a full-fledged ministerial program of the 
church sprang up in America in the early 1970s, it was a reaction to the problem of 
“prolonged adolescence” or “the extending of adolescence.” As Bellis, Downing, and 
Ashton have observed, the age of puberty shifted from starting as late as sixteen to on 
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average around age twelve32 (in some cases starting as early as age nine),33 but the 
cultural classification of adulthood did not start until age of eighteen (and now might not 
be completed until as late as thirty). Hector Chapa, a clinical assistant professor of 
obstetrics and gynecology at the Texas A&M College of Medicine, has said, “The age of 
puberty, especially female puberty, has been decreasing in western cultures for decades 
now. . . . For example, at the turn of the 20th century, the average age for an American 
girl to get her period was 16 or 17. Today, that number has decreased to 12 or 13 
years.”34 The term “puberty” comes from the Latin puber and pubertas, meaning “adult” 
or “manhood.” For the first time in history, there was a period between sexual awareness 
and adulthood. Even though the biological happenings of adolescence progresses as 
normal, the psychological happenings of adolescence, such as identity formation and 
fidelity, are taking far longer. 
Perhaps one of the most central questions in adolescent psychology over the past 
thirty years has been the “why” behind the extending of adolescence. Why is it taking 
children so long to grow up? Early on, the extending of adolescence was thought to be 
due to the breakdown of the family system (which, as no coincidence, is around the same 
time family ministry entered the scene). This, however, is only partially the case. As I 
point out in the section on youth culture, the breakdown of the family system (mainly the 
role of parents as guides toward adulthood) has a distinct impact on the extending of 
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adolescence; however, it is not the entire story. In fact, to risk oversimplifying the topic, 
the extending of adolescence comes down primarily to one word: culture. Historically, in 
a world of high-group thinking and societal classes, identity formation was easier. Parents 
would often pass down their identities through the family trade and social status. If 
individuals were born of royal blood, they were not only expected to, but also required to 
uphold the family identity. If individuals were born in a peasant family, their job was to 
contribute to the financial stability of the family by working in the family trade. In the 
modern era, however, the availability of education, the rise of equality, and the distancing 
of the family system led to a prolonged adolescence. For example, the life expectancy of 
many people during the medieval times was much shorter than it is today. Not only was 
prolonged adolescence not a cultural reality; it could not have been a physical reality 
because the early death of parents physically required teenagers to “grow up.” In 2017, 
Jean Twenge argued that social factors influence adolescents’ ability to grow up  
when the childhood environment included lower family size, higher median 
household income, higher life expectancy, and low pathogen prevalence, and 
when the adolescent environment featured low teen birth rates, a higher mean age 
at first birth, and higher college enrollment. An economically rich social context 
with higher parental investment in fewer children, greater life expectancy, fewer 
dangers from pathogens, and the expectation of tertiary education and later 
reproduction has produced a generation of young people who are taking on the 
responsibilities and pleasures of adulthood later than their predecessors.35 
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Empirical studies such as those by Twenge suggest that the extending of adolescence is 
not due to the breakdown of the family system but to the uniqueness of one’s social 
setting. 
What convolutes the growing up process even more is that there is no clear 
definition of what it means to “grow up.” What exactly does it mean to be an adult? A 
Google definition, for instance, defines adulthood only as “the state or condition of being 
fully grown or mature” (not overly helpful for adolescent psychology). That narrow 
definition of adulthood is a physical answer to a psychological question. Some have 
defined the process of going from dependence to independence, which is a very Western 
way of defining adulthood, as we shall see. In a collectivist society, individualism is not 
something that is desirable, especially in young people. This is one of the problems of the 
adolescent process in America: the end goal of the process is not clearly defined. In fact, 
it might be easier to define what adulthood is not (i.e., It is not playing video games all 
day). While the process of becoming an adult involves a physical element (i.e., going 
through puberty), it is hardly the status quo of our Western society. Students “mature” 
physically when they go through puberty, however, adult-like activities such as driving, 
voting, drinking alcohol, or renting a car come at a later age.  
Who, or perhaps more closely, what determines the definition of adulthood? It is 
not something we can clearly and harmoniously articulate, yet at some level, we all know 
it when we see it. It functions somewhat in the back of our brains, out of sight until we 
stop to ponder it. This is precisely how culture works, which leads me to believe that the 
definition of adulthood is set not by parents, educators, or politicians, but by the 
enigmatic culture. Even in 1968, Erikson noticed that culture (his term is “society”) 
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played a great impact on the adolescent process. Erikson also noticed that the cultural 
definition of adulthood was “vague in its outline and yet immediate in its demands.”36 
When we reflect on American culture, it seems that at best it offers a very weak 
definition of adulthood. In fact, there is only one thin term that I can find that gets close 
to an American definition of adulthood: the American dream. In order to be considered 
an adult, one must be married, have kids, have a carrier, and own a house. In fact, the 
definition of adulthood in the American culture has very little to do with age even though 
we have rites of passage at certain ages (i.e., being able to vote at eighteen). Our modern 
culture does not allow adolescence to end at the age of eighteen. Culture plays a distinct 
role in the extending of adolescence in the West, which is why prolonged adolescence is 
nowhere near as prominent in eastern cultures.  
So what does this all mean for the adolescent trying to grow up? Adult proponents 
of American culture would claim that the thirty-year-olds living in their parent’s 
basement playing video games all day havs failed to grow up—that they refuse to put 
away childish things and become adults by getting a job and having a family; but why 
should “adult proponents of American culture” be the ones who get to define what 
“growing up” means? Without a clear definition of adulthood, the thirty-year-old gamer 
has not “failed to grow up”; rather they have redefined what “growing up” means. In 
other words, they have redefined the definition of adulthood. In the American youth 
culture, adulthood is no longer about the American dream but about the solidification of 
identity and fidelity. Therefore, for the thirty-year-old gamer, identity formation is 
solidified in the online avatar, and fidelity is discovered when the team bonds over killing 
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orcs and sharing a pint of ale in online pubs. Becoming a better gamer means better 
support from their gaming community (their guild). In fact, having a job would actually 
get in the way of these values. It is like the Randall Munroe comic strip below (see fig. 
1). Today’s American young adults are able to say, “We’re the grown-ups now, and it’s 
our turn to decide what that means.”37 
	
Fig. 1. Randall Munroe comic “Grownups.” https://xkcd.com/150/ 
Solidifying one’s identity around an online avatar and gaming community is not 
ideal (to say the least) because the identity and relationships are superficial, as I argue 
later. At the same time, who could blame them for defining adulthood by their own 
terms? Youth culture as I highlight below does not promote a strong parental or adult 
support among adolescents. Without strong adult relationships, coupled with an unclear 
definition of adulthood, a tension of values, and a promoted sense of becoming one’s own 
person, the very longing of the adolescent journey is only actualized in the online 
community and not in the real world, or so it seems to the thirty-year-olds playing games 
in their parent’s basement. If fidelity and identity define the process of adolescence and 
the only place one can actualize those values is in an online community, why would we 
expect them to do anything other than honor that relationship—even into their thirties?  
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Theologically, if we are to take seriously the drama of Scripture, identity and 
fidelity can be actualized only in the church. One’s true identity is grounded in the fact 
that we share the imago Dei (image of God). We are created not as an afterthought but for 
an intentional purpose. It is the confession of Scripture that humanity is intimately 
connected to God in a deep, spiritual way. Bestowing this identity to students offers them 
a framework for understanding God that is intimately connected to the heart of their 
experience.  
This identity is not something that people can develop on their own as a form of 
radical, individualized spirituality. Since community bestows identity, the church must 
become a warm, nurturing place that provides adult guides during the process of 
adolescence. Of particular importance to this process is the role of conversion and 
spiritual rites of passage. Conversion, like baptism or confession, is not just an abstract 
means of salvation but also a forming process in which students are invited into the 
community of faith to find fidelity. Other rites of passage (e.g., Senior Sunday, grade 
promotions) are no longer just about celebrating students’ maturity, but an invitation to 
bestow a Christian identity.  
The process of adolescence is shrouded with both biological and psychological 
challenges. Biologically, it is one of changing bodies, social awareness, and cognitive 
development; all of which can cause a sense of awkwardness, insecurity, and frustration 
as young people are learning how to express themselves. Psychologically, the process is 
one of identity confusion, a lack of fidelity, and an unclear path. In other words, today’s 
American adolescents do not know who they are, where they belong, or where they are 
going; it is a process that is overwhelmed with a sense of insecurity, homelessness, and 
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lostness. Biologically, adolescents grow up very quickly; psychologically, however, they 
are held in a state of flux until some seemingly inexplicable cultural force deems them 
worthy. This is why John Santrock has explained the extending of adolescence: 
“adolescence starts with biology and ends with culture.”38 In order to truly understand the 
experience of adolescence, we must understand the types of social pressures and cultural 
norms that make growing up and faith formation so difficult for today’s American young 
people.  
North America’s Western Culture 
What is it about the Western culture of America that promotes a state of 
prolonged adolescence? Culture is a tricky thing to identify because it is something that is 
rooted in the way we experience our lives that we fail to see it unless we experience 
“culture shock” by traveling to other countries. From the moment of our births, we are 
formed by culture. Tim Sensing has said, “Culture is like the atmosphere we breathe, 
permeating via capillaries throughout all our human cells.” He adds, “I am silently and 
thoroughly formed by culture.”39 
In Cultures and Organizations, the authors have created one of the most robust 
research experiments to date that defines the cultural difference around the world.40 The 
work has become an international best seller because it offers guidance for an 
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increasingly global market where international interactions are becoming more common. 
I use their research as a conversation partner to help us identify the cultural realities and 
social pressures inherent in American culture. The research outlines six cultural 
dimensions, five of which I examine through the lens of adolescent faith formation and 
discipleship.41 It is important to note that the authors did not explicitly examine 
adolescents in their study. Likewise, the purpose of their study is not faith based. 
Therefore, I will be making some educated guesses based on my experience, research, 
and conversations with other parents and ministers as to how these cultural realities might 
influence the faith formation of today’s Christian young people. The goal is to describe 
the social pressures of today’s American adolescents and examine ways in which faith 
formation and discipleship can be tailored to the adolescent experience. 
Power Distance 
A few years ago, an eldership in town made a split decision to buy a piece of land 
so they could build a larger auditorium for their members. With their small auditorium, 
the church had grown to four services. The offer on the land was too good to pass up, and 
the decision had to be made quickly; otherwise, they would lose the deal. When they 
made the announcement to the members, the eldership was caught off guard by how 
frustrated the members were at the rash decision. Even though moving had been 
something the congregation had talked about doing for years, many members expected 
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the elders to consult the congregation before actually facing the situation. Over two 
hundred members left the congregation because the elders failed to notice the power 
distance of the culture. An elder in a low-power distance culture represent the interest of 
the membership as a whole. They do not run the show without input.  
Power distance can be related to the level of distance between teacher and student 
or boss and worker. In high-power distance cultures, there is a greater level of respect 
offered to one’s boss or teacher. Workers do not question their boss because they expect 
the boss to have all the answers. Workers is not provided with flexibility in their job; 
rather, the boss gives them a task and expects them to fulfill it in a specific way. 
Likewise, students do not question a teacher’s position. The method of teaching is the 
passing down of information.  
In a low-power distance culture, such as the United States, the distance between 
teacher and student or boss and worker is lessened. Teachers are seen as equal to 
students, and students have the ability to question or push back on a teacher’s position. A 
person’s position in and of itself does not merit respect, but rather, respect is given to 
those who have earned it by investing in someone relationally. In work, there is a lot of 
flexibility about how one goes about accomplishing a task. Workers expect to be a part of 
the decision-making process and be consulted on changes that affect their immediate 
context.  
In youth ministry, a low-power distance culture means that ministry is less about 
adults doing ministry to students and more about adults empowering students to do 
ministry. From my experience, one word best describes how most adults approach 
ministry to young people: patronizing. To be patronizing is to be apparently kind or 
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helpful while portraying a feeling of superiority or condescension. Many adults have a 
genuine desire to help guide Christian young people, but it often comes from an 
assumption that students are broken and need to be fixed. This assumption turns young 
people into programs, devoid of any substance of personhood, and lacking in any real 
gifts to offer our churches.  
The Growing Young research talks about a counter idea as “unlocking keychain 
leadership”:  
No matter your role, here is what we want you to know: if you are willing to 
entrust your keys [to ministry] to young people, they will trust you with their 
hearts, their energy, their creativity, and even their friends . . . . [The] difference 
in churches growing young is that youth and young adult pastors tend not to focus 
exclusively on youth or young adult ministry. They are given a voice (not just 
more work) in other areas of the church, such as in the children’s ministry, men’s 
or women’s ministry, senior adult ministry, and church board meetings.42  
Faith in a low-power distance culture is not something that can be simply passed down. 
Instead, students expect to play a key role in the formation of their own faith. Even 
moves in the youth ministry program such as a new hire,] or a change in a program can 
create unwanted tension if the students are not consulted in the process. Transparency in 
the decision-making process is another area the Growing Young research identified as 
																																								 																				
42. Kara Eckmann Powell, Growing Young: Six Essential Strategies to Help Young People 
Discover and Love Your Church (Grand Rapid: Baker Books, 2016). 55; 83. 
 	
97 
“positively related to both vibrant faith in young people and measures of church 
health.”43  
One of the main difficulties with the cultural reality of power distance is that 
students will not just accept the information of the teacher just because the teacher is 
older or just because they are “the teacher.” The teacher needs to build credibility with 
the students by standing up to questioning and push back. On the other hand, the benefit 
of our low-power distance culture is that students are excited about opportunities to lead 
(even if it is behind the scenes). If you can solicit feedback from students and recruit a 
few to help you with the planning, you will gain a greater sense of buy-in and excitement 
from your students about their spiritual care.  
Individualism versus Collectivism 
One of the most distinctive cultural realities of the United States is its 
individualistic culture. According to the research presented in Cultures and 
Organizations, American culture is the highest-ranking culture on individualism.44 
Similar to low-power distance, individualism in a culture promotes freedom of thinking. 
Students growing up in this type of environment are encouraged to express their 
individual thoughts. Education is built around preparing students to survive on their own 
by developing critical thinking skills. In the family system, children grow up with a 
nuclear family but may lack the support of the extended family. Eventually, though, 
children move toward independence and become self-reliant. Individualistic cultures 
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consider speaking one’s mind to be a virtue. “Telling the truth about how one feels is 
characteristic of a sincere and honest person . . . children are instructed that one should 
always tell the truth, even if it hurts.”45 Students who have new ideas and fresh options 
are considered prodigies. This type of environment develops an identity of “I” (as 
opposed to “we”) in a world of other “I’s.” A culture of collectivism, on the other hand, 
promotes a spirit of “we,” where the child grows up deeply connected to the extended 
family. “Direct confrontation is considered rude and undesirable. The word no is seldom 
used because saying “no” is a confrontation.”46 Opinions, in collectivist families, are 
shared. The child’s opinion is passed down by the extended family and “a child who 
repeatedly voices opinions deviating from what is collectively felt is considered to have a 
bad character.”47  
The authors of Cultures and Organizations highlight the differences between a 
collectivist and individualistic culture by telling a story of a Dutch missionary in 
Indonesia receiving an interesting exegesis from one of his parishioners from the parable 
found in Matthew 28.48 The parable reads:  
There was a man who had two sons. He went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and 
work today in the vineyard.’ ‘I will not,’ he answered, but later he changed his 
mind and went. Then the father went to the other son and said the same thing. He 
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answered, ‘I will, sir,’ but he did not go. Which of the two did what his father 
wanted?  
The biblical answer to this question is the first son, but when the Dutch missionary asked 
his parishioners, they argued the opposite. The first son said “no” to his father while the 
second son said “yes.” Whether they actually went to work was secondary to how the 
sons chose to respond to the father. In their minds, it is far better to have a son say “yes” 
and lie to the father than to have a son who blatantly says “no” to a father’s command.  
When it comes to faith formation in America, many students grow up in an 
individualistic culture. In their families and schools, they are taught to think critically, ask 
questions, and express opinions or doubts. We encourage them to “think outside the box” 
and challenge anything that does not seem rational. Many fundamentalist churches in 
America, however, seem to embrace a collectivism culture in the faith development of 
their children. Asking questions about the Bible’s authenticity, expressing doubts at the 
idea of miracles or demon possession, and thinking critically about whether the teacher or 
preacher is really telling the truth is often frowned upon in many Christian communities. 
Instead, there is an expectation for the children to remain quiet and not express their 
opinions about apparent contradictions (at least in a public way). Instead, we encourage 
students to adhere to the opinions of the leadership and follow their guide on the true 
teachings of the church. Faith is passed down by the wisdom of the (older) group with the 
intention that students simply agree and conform to the collective teachings. To students 
of an individualistic culture, however, this type of approach seems disingenuous, 
especially when it is coupled with our low-power distance culture that sees elders as 
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equals to students because it is in direct opposition to the type of thinking process 
(critical thinking) they are learning from school and society.  
Additionally, collectivist cultures revolve around “in-groups” and “out-groups.” 
Each person belongs to an in-group, which is often familial. In business, this type of 
thinking means that it is far more common for a group to go into business with another 
group not because it is lucrative, but because it is relational. Before any business can be 
done, there must be trust between the different parties. Very rarely does a person leave 
one’s group in order to join another.  
Here, again, is where faith development has changed with our students. In Mexico 
City, being Catholic is a familial identity for many households—one in which members 
participate even if they do not necessarily act like a Christian in other aspects of their 
lives. Often many American churches or parents expect students to remain faithful to 
their tradition or the faith just because they grew up in that faith. Churches approach faith 
development with a collectivist mindset and many parents are astounded when their 
children decides to change denominations or leave the faith entirely. It is not just a fear 
for the child’s salvation; it is a betrayal of the “in-group.” However, in the individualistic 
culture in which our students live every day, they are taught to think critically, develop 
their own identity, and not to remain committed to beliefs that seem irrational, regardless 
of who has passed them down. To the frustration of our kids, parents often send mixed 
messages. We try to teach our kids individualistic ideals by telling them to think critically 
and question what they learn from school, but when our kids ask us why they need to do 
this or that, we respond with collectivist ideals and say, “Because that’s how we do it in 
this house!” or, we might make a high-power distance response such as, “Because I said 
 	
101 
so!” In order for the church to remain relevant in America’s individualistic culture, it 
must figure out a way to develop faith that is personal rather than just relational.  
On the other hand, Erikson, as mentioned earlier, believed that if adolescents were 
given space to explore, they would naturally solidify their identity. His view is clearly a 
very individualistic approach to parenting. In Eastern cultures, which tend to be more 
collectivist, the notion of giving children space to develop their own identity is 
unthinkable. In America’s culture, however, Erikson’s approach is helpful not just in 
solidifying one’s identity but in developing adolescent faith. Students who are guided in 
what to believe rather than just told have an opportunity to explore and experience 
faithful living at their own pace. All have different talents or gifts that can be used for 
God’s kingdom. Discipleship is not about passing down our faith or belief systems; it is 
more intentionally focused on helping students discern their God-given gifts and guiding 
them in using those gifts in our churches. This type of approach makes God more 
personal to individuals. 
Going through seminary, I would often hear professors voice their distain at the 
notion of a personal relationship with God. “There is nothing personal about what Jesus 
did on the cross,” they would spout. What they really meant was, “There is nothing 
individualistic about what Jesus did on the cross.” True, the activity of the cross was 
deeply communal, and true faith tends to happen in the midst of community. However, to 
say that we have a personal relationship with God is different from saying we have an 
individualistic relationship with God. There is a type of radical, individualized spirituality 
common in our culture (often articulated by saying, “I am spiritual but not religious”) in 
which faith formation happens outside of community. When I talk about tailoring faith 
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formation and discipleship to our individualistic culture, I am not talking about creating 
spiritual hermits that sing to God alone in their showers (although spiritual hermits do 
have a rich history in the heritage of the church). Instead, I am talking about helping 
students develop a faith that is rooted in their personal experience rather than just the 
collective experience of the church as expressed in systematic theology or church history.  
Masculine Versus Feminine 
The next cultural dimension presented in Cultures and Organizations is the 
difference between masculine and feminine cultures. Often, the cultural terms 
“masculine” and “feminine” are wrongly associated with the biological terms “male” and 
“female,” creating the false assumption that what we are discussing is the difference 
between male-dominant or female-dominate societies. In fact, what we are actually 
talking about is more closely associated with certain types of virtues: 
A society is called masculine when emotional gender roles are clearly distinct: 
men are supposed to be assertive, tough, and focused on material success, 
whereas women are supposed to be more modest, tender, and concerned with the 
quality of life. A society is called feminine when emotional gender roles overlap: 
both men and women are supposed to be modest, tender, and concerned with the 
quality of life. 49  
When using the terms “masculine” and “feminine,” we are not necessarily talking about a 
society’s stance on certain political agendas (i.e., women’s rights, gender fluidity). 
However, in some instances, the categories of “masculine” and “feminine” might be 
related to those political agendas; but the concept is more rudimentary. American culture 
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ranks in the top twenty of masculine cultures,50 meaning there is a distinction between the 
emotional gender roles of boys and girls that is taught to children:  
As only a small part of gender role differentiation is biologically determined, the 
stability of gender role patterns is almost entirely a matter of socialization. 
Socialization means that both girls and boys learn their place in society, and once 
they have learned it, the majority of them want it that way. In male-dominated 
societies, most women want the male dominance.51 
One of the main ways socialization influences emotional gender roles is through 
the promotion of heroes. For girls in particular, their perception of personal beauty is 
influenced differently between masculine and feminine cultures. In feminine cultures, 
girls mention their parents as the primary source of their beauty ideals. In masculine 
countries, girls tend to reference celebrities and media as setting the standard for 
beauty.52 The same standard can apply to items of faith, which is why many Christians 
are so quick to repost a video on Facebook of a celebrity saying something positive about 
God.  
America’s masculine culture can also influence one’s view of God as Father. In 
the comedic movie Talladega Nights, Will Ferrell’s character is tasked with saying the 
prayer before a meal. He decides to pray to the “Baby Jesus” because he likes the 
Christmas version of Jesus the best.53 In the scene, Ricky prays to his favorite version of 
																																								 																				
50. Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov, Cultures and Organizations, 141. 
51. Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov, Cultures and Organizations, 151. 
52. Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov, Cultures and Organizations, 153. 
53. Adam McKay, dir. Talladega Nights: The Ballad of Ricky Bobby. Columbia Pictures, 2006. 
		
 	
104 
God. The scene is a caricature of how many people have an unbalanced approach to God. 
We tend to emphasize certain aspects of God that seem particularly appealing to our 
situation while neglecting other aspects that we might deem off-putting. An atheist, for 
instance, might highlight a version of God that seems overly judgmental and condemning 
while neglecting the God incarnate. A Christian going through an immense trial might 
pray to the God who parts the waters and heals diseases while neglecting the God who 
cried at the tomb of Lazarus or the God who submitted Himself to death on a cross. If we 
hold certain standards for the emotional role of men, and we talk about God as “a father,” 
then our children might inherently project certain ideals onto God. For instance, children 
who lack a positive father figure might be inclined to project negative attributes onto God 
that they see in their physical father.  
American’s masculine culture also influences a difference in the ways boys and 
girls develop faith. As Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov recall, in 1998, van Rossum 
asked schoolchildren to explain why they chose the types of games they like to play. He 
discovered that boys wanted to play competitive games so they could shine. Girls, on the 
other hand, picked games for the sheer fact of enjoying the company of their friends.54 
Recently, I asked twenty-five of my most spiritually mature students to explain some of 
the things that they did growing up that influenced them the most spiritually. A number 
of our female students explained how it’s “good to have your close friends to lean on,” 
while many of our boys said things such as “having to take leadership.” This is not to 
suggest that boys do not also enjoy deep friendships. In fact, developing “close, intimate 
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friendships” is a value of individualist cultures.55 It simply suggests that faith formation 
in our masculine culture tends to look different between boys and girls. 
Finally, even though American culture ranks as a masculine culture and has 
specific emotional gender roles for men and women, it does not mean that every student 
will develop according to the emotional gender roles. As counterintuitive as it might 
seem, American culture is not monolithic. Therefore, I am not suggesting that in America 
all girls and boys react the same way, only that there is a generalization, and the students 
who do not fit that mold tend to be in the minority. In other words, some females might 
grow spiritually by taking leadership rather than just developing deep friendships. 
Likewise, some boys might define the personal standard of beauty for themselves through 
media. In reference to my earlier analogy, each of these cultural dimensions are only the 
outer layer of the onion; the inner layer of youth culture and personal experience is more 
fluid.  
Uncertainty Avoidance 
Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov define the uncertainty avoidance index (UAI) as 
“the extent to which members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown 
situations.”56 The UAI deals directly with one’s emotional state of being because “the 
essence of uncertainty is that it is a subjective experience, a feeling” that is acquired or 
learned from one’s cultural context.57 The United States ranks just below the medium on 
the UAI (rank of 46), which means aspects of both low- and high-UAI responses can be 
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found. The UAI research presented in Cultures and Organizations was conducted only on 
adults, and therefore, we do not fully understand where American adolescents are on the 
UAI study. What is most striking about their presentation of the UAI is how closely 
American adolescents align emotionally with the effects of a high-UAI culture. In other 
words, although American adult culture ranks mid on the UAI scale, their children align 
with an emotional state that seems to indicate they are much higher than their parents are.  
There are two distinguishing emotional markers for high-UAI cultures. The first is 
anxiety. Anxiety is the “state of being uneasy or worried about what may happen. It 
should not be confused with fear which has an object. We are afraid of something, but 
anxiety has no object.”58 In 2017 psychologists Ildikó Katalin Kovács and Mária Borcsa 
claimed, “anxiety is the most common psychological disorder in adolescence.”59 
According to data from National Comorbidity Survey Adolescent Supplement (NCS-A), 
almost 32% of adolescents between the ages of 13 and 18 have been diagnosed with an 
anxiety disorder.60 A study by Wolters Kluwer Health has claimed that about 2.6 million 
American adolescents have clinically claimed anxiety and/or depression.61 The most 
noted side effect of anxiety and depression among youth is self-harm, such as cutting or 
attempted suicide, in hopes to gain some semblance of control. Suicide is the “third 
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leading cause of death for youth between the ages of 10 and 24” and “more young people 
survive suicide attempts than actually die.” Suicide is another marker of a high-UAI 
culture.62  
The second distinguishing emotional marker for a high-UAI culture is 
neuroticism. “Neuroticism . . . combines the following set of self-scored personality 
facets: anxiety, angry hostility, depression, self-consciousness, impulsiveness, and 
vulnerability.” 63 In Doug Dorst and J. J. Abram’s extraordinary book, S., which Trine 
Tsouderos describes as a “work of art” and “literary experiment,”64 they artistically 
describe a common feeling many adolescents have of adulthood: 
The three boys who have been hurling chunks of brick at the glowing glass domes 
tuck themselves into an alley when the man in the overcoat comes into view. 
Struggling to stifle the giddy laughter of transgression, they wait for him to pass. 
None of the three brothers look at his face, for who is he to them? He is an adult, 
and thus merely a faceless representative of order and judgement. He is the conk 
from a policeman’s cudgel; he is the blow that awaits them at home; he is the end 
of all possible thrills; thus he is to be avoided. Beyond that, he is not to be taken 
seriously; he is to be scoffed at and then forgotten.65 
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Often I hear students in my youth group bemoan the fact that “big church” is boring in 
comparison to youth group. At the same time, I often hear older members describe the 
youth as disrespectful or distracting during service. I believe one of the contributing 
reasons for this is the difference in their UAI scores. In more technical terms than that of 
Dorst and Abram, Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov describe the difference between high 
and low-UAI scores:  
These [descriptions of neuroticism] explain why people from strong uncertainty 
avoidance cultures may come across to others as busy, fidgety, emotional, 
aggressive, or specious and why people from weak uncertainty avoidance 
countries to others may give the impression of being dull, quiet, easygoing, 
indolent, controlled, or lazy. These impressions are in the eye of the beholder: 
they show the difference with the level of emotionality in the observer’s own 
culture.66 
The UAI is also a measurement of how stress is released. High-UAI cultures tend to be 
cultures that are more expressive. “They are places where people talk with their hands 
and where it is socially acceptable to raise one’s voice, to show one’s emotions, and to 
pound on the table,”67 while lower-UAI countries tend to view emotionally or noisy 
people as bad-mannered.  
Another aspect of high-UAI cultures is the development of a sense that some 
things are inherently “dirty.”68 Ideas that go against the norm of the family or the in-
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group are considered taboo and discouraged. “Dirtiness” can translate to groups of 
people. The obvious example of this is racism. In the high-UAI cultures of our children, 
however, topics (and sometimes people) are considered taboo (which is why kids cringe 
every time parents try to have a conversation about the “Birds and Bees”). Many 
churches shy away from constructive conversations about homosexuality, sex, or 
transgender people. That allows our students to get the impression that such ideas, 
conversations, and people are taboo; therefore, they do not talk about it with their church 
leaders or parents even though many of them come in contact with these lifestyles almost 
every day. 
Sometimes this sense of “dirtiness” can show up in subtle ways. Fundamentalist 
churches can develop a sense of denominational elitism (the belief that one’s 
denominational heritage is inherently correct while other denominational heritages are 
inherently wrong). Even within one’s denominational heritage, students can develop a 
sense that my youth group is better than the youth group down the street. This is why 
marketing one’s youth group is often so successful but also spiritually dangerous. 
Plastering the group’s acronym across a shirt may help increase the feeling of belonging 
and develop a deeper sense of “groupness,” but it can also subtly communicate a message 
that I belong to one particular youth group rather than God’s universal church. To counter 
this type of elitism, parents and church leaders should expose students to groups that 
come from different backgrounds (i.e., mission trips to foreign countries, interfaith 
dialogues).  
 If American adolescents score high on the UAI index, then it influences how they 
go about expressing and forming faith. Adolescents with a high UAI score are inclined 
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towards emotional avenues of faith expression, such as worship. Certain forms of prayer 
might come across as dull or insignificant if it seems to be repetitive and mundane, such 
as saying the same prayer before bed every night. On the other hand, certain forms of 
prayer, such as liturgy, can become formative by enacting one’s emotions. 
 Scripture, like prayer, can have the same results. Bible classes that seem to simply 
reiterate the same old points or rehearse a familiar story can seem bland. However, 
emotive forms of Scripture reading, such as Lectio Divina, can be engaging for 
adolescents. At the same time, not all approaches to Scripture need to be emotional. The 
exception to an emotional approach to Scripture would be engaging Scripture in order to 
answer deep questions. Since the UAI measures the “the extent to which members of a 
culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown situations,” answering questions that 
seem to be of infinite importance, even if they are not actually of infinite importance, 
offers some hope of assurance and lessens feelings of ambiguity.  
 Finally, I am not suggesting that all students want is watered-down, emotional 
teachings. It is possible to be too emotional. I once met a youth minister at a camp who 
tried to make his students cry every time he spoke—it was how he measured the success 
of his lessons. One of his students confessed to me her annoyance with how he tried “to 
make every little thing emotional, even when it was something trivial.” To this particular 
student, being too emotional seemed fake like a form of manipulation. We want to make 
faith easy for our students, but we most certainly do not want to manipulate them.  
Long- or Short-Term Orientation 
 The concept of time differs from culture to culture. Hofstede, Hofstede, and 
Minkov define short- and long-term cultures: 
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Long-term orientation stands for the fostering of virtues oriented toward future 
rewards—in particular, perseverance and thrift. Its opposite pole, short-term 
orientation, stands for the fostering of virtues related to the past and present—in 
particular, respect for tradition, preservation of “face,” and fulfilling social 
obligations.69  
In America specifically, the short-term orientation of time does not place its emphasis on 
the respect of tradition but on immediate (short-term) rewards. In the business world, a 
sense of urgency in completing one’s tasks for profit is conveyed in the proverbial saying 
“time is money.” The short-term orientation of American culture focuses on procedures 
and policies that uphold a system intended to produce immediate results. Consumerism is 
a natural symptom of a culture that is prone to getting whatever it wants whenever it 
wants it. It is a culture where anyone can order just about anything from Amazon and 
have an option for one-day pick up. It is a culture of ten-step programs for getting rich 
quick or losing weight in thirty days for only three easy payments of $10.99. 
Faith formation and discipleship in this culture can also look towards immediate 
results, which is particularly challenging since faith is a lifelong endeavor. Students can 
expect immediate transformation of their lives soon after becoming a Christian. In my 
first year of youth ministry, I was teaching at a summer camp where I challenged the high 
school students to think of a topic of Christianity to research. Their task was to interview 
different teachers and counselors on the topic. The question Lisa, an evangelical 
protestant, chose to research was “Why does the Roman Catholic Church take 
confession?” After a long discussion with me near the basketball courts, she realized how 
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important it was to talk about her struggles with other people. After sitting quietly for a 
few moments, she looked up at me with tears in her eyes and confessed, “I don’t know 
how God could love me after everything I have done.” I have been in youth ministry for 
over fifteen years. Lisa was not the first nor the last student to ask me that question, but 
every time I hear it, the emotional turmoil of what I thought was a strong, collected kid 
catches me off guard.  
There tends to be an interesting commonality each time I receive this question. I 
have never been asked this question by a student who had just come to faith. Instead, the 
question tends to be asked by students who are further along in their walk with God. An 
unexpected outcome of coming to know God is that by gazing into the heart of God, we 
see the shadow of our own blotted soul. Like looking in a mirror for the first time, when 
starring into the face of God, we become painfully aware of our vile imperfections. For 
those that have gazed, even in part, at a perfect God, the idea of comparing our own 
faulty personhood to his seems unbearable. Becoming a Christian does not mean that we 
transform overnight. The next morning our students must face their addictions, bullies, 
neglectful parents, or whatever other things they struggled with before becoming a 
Christian. Immediate, short-term rewards of faithful living do not exist in the ways many 
of our students might hope. We need to help them understand the immediacy of 
forgiveness and salvation while also preparing them for the slow, transformational 
process of their character. 
While Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov limit their conversation of time to virtues 
of short- and long-term cultures, I will include two additional dimensions of time as 
discussed by David Livermore in his book, Leading with Cultural Intelligence. Drawing 
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on anthropologist Edward Hall, Livermore explains a monochronic versus polychronic 
perspective of time as dealing with “whether or not 9 a.m. means 9 a.m. or something 
different.”70 Monochronic and polychronic time are different ways that people think 
about completing tasks. A monochronic sense of time is often ridged and structured, 
meaning there is an order to the way one accomplishes tasks. Polychronic time, on the 
other hand, is unstructured, allowing one to multitask. For now, I simply want to suggest 
that a polychronic sense of time allows the freedom to flow in and out of tasks as needed 
(which is why setting a meeting at 9 a.m. does not always mean a meeting at 9 a.m.), 
whereas a monochronic sense of time encourages a more systematic and rigorous 
approach to tasks. American culture tends to be the latter.  
The second category is a sub-dimension of the short- and long-term orientation: 
task- versus being-orientation. The difference is between the pursuits for virtue versus 
truth, which determines how someone spends their time. Cultures such as America place 
a strong emphasis on immediate, short-term profits and believe in “inalienable truths” 
often become task oriented. These cultures carry a perspective of the universe that claims 
that all of creation revolves around some universal truths. Therefore, if A is true, and B is 
the opposite of A, then B cannot be true. What people believe then matters greatly 
because if we hold B as truth when it is logically incorrect, then we are denying the laws 
of nature or universal truths of creation. If people believe that there is only one truth, then 
plurality in path is not an option. In other words, not all roads lead to the same end. If 
there is one Truth, then there is only one particular way to get to that truth. In the 
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business world, for instance, it is assumed that while there are many different ways to 
manufacture something for profit, there will undoubtedly be one way that is better than 
all others are—at least for that particular company. One way will have less manufacturing 
costs while still achieving the greatest rewards. That way is standardized in policy and 
procedures because outlining the quickest path or steps to achieve that end ensures 
consistent results.  
 Being-oriented cultures, on the other hand, like those in Confucian Asia, see the 
world differently. What is most important in life is not what people believe, but who 
people are (i.e., quality of life and character). Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov explain 
how being- versus virtue-orientations shows up in religion: 
Eastern religions (Hinduism, Buddhism, Shintoism, and Taoism) are separated 
from Western religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) by a deep philosophical 
dividing line. The three Western religions belong to the same thought family. . . . 
All three are based on the existence of a Truth that is accessible to the true 
believers. All three have a Book. In the East neither Confucianism . . . nor any 
main religion is based on the assumption that there is a Truth that a human 
community can embrace. They offer various ways in which a person can improve 
him- or herself; however, these consist not of believing, but of ritual, meditation, 
or ways of living. Some of these may lead to a higher spiritual state and, 
eventually, to unification with God.71 
While Protestantism in particular tends to be truth-oriented, Christianity in general has 
elements of both truth- and virtue-orientations. Mysticism and monasticism, for instance, 
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are approaches to Christian faith that emphasize a being-orientation in hopes of achieving 
theosis—unification with God. Scripture itself carries both elements of virtue and truth. 
In Scripture, the authors want to convey a transcendent truth for all cultures. At the same 
time, virtue plays an important role in the message of Jesus—most distinctly in the “You 
have heard it said  . . . but I say to you” statements (i.e., “You have heard that it was said 
to the ancients, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment’” 
[a transcendent truth statement]. “But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother 
will be subject to judgment” [virtue statement]). Recently, the Growing Young research 
discovered that many Christian young people today, who grow up in post-modernity’s 
relativistic culture, prefer a Jesus-centered message on the virtue of one’s character 
instead of a truth-centered message.72  
Many American churches attempt to make faith development a type of hybrid 
approach. For instance, many Protestant approaches to spiritual formation often take the 
virtue-oriented nature of spiritual formation and turn it into tasks that one must complete 
in order to get into heaven. Program-oriented ministries, especially in larger churches, 
can make discipleship about doing—almost like a spiritual workaholism in which we 
launch one program after another, expecting everyone to participate in each program as if 
each program were life or death. I once worked for a lead minister who encouraged us to 
work days and not hours. He wanted us to keep plugging away every day as the ministry 
needed, taking breaks only when we were on the brink of burnout. Discipleship in this 
setting is overbearing and exhausting.  
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American culture can present specific challenges to the faith formation of today’s 
adolescents. At times, adolescents seem to align with American culture. At other times, 
they seem to stand against American culture in ways that are often confusing and 
shocking to many adults. This is because today’s young people replace American culture 
with a deeper culture of their own creation. It is the culture of prolonged adolescence: 
Youth Culture.  
Youth Culture 
  Since the time of Erikson, the adolescence process has morphed in what Chap 
Clark has described as “the changing face of adolescence.”73 Clark’s claim is not to 
differentiate or minimize the work of Erikson but to describe the emotive nature of the 
experience. Not only are adolescents floundering in their quest for identity and fidelity, 
but the extended process has been embraced wholeheartedly by youth and developed its 
own culture which Clark calls “the world beneath”:  
Three major issues are related to the world beneath. First, adolescents intuitively 
believe they have no choice but to create their own world: To survive, they have 
to band together and burrow beneath the surface to create their own safe place. 
Second, because midadolescents sense an emotional and relational starvation, the 
most important thing in their lives is a relationally focused home where they 
know they are welcome. Third, midadolescents have an amazing ability to band 
together in a way that satisfies their longing to connect with others while trying to 
navigate the conflicting and at times harrowing journey of adolescence.74 
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Over the past decade, the term “youth culture” developed a twofold meaning. On one 
hand, Youth Culture (capitalized) applies to the abstract field of study—the discipline; 
whereas, youth culture (lowercase) describes the empirical values, fads, experiences, or 
practices of today’s youth. In this paper, I will predominantly focus on the latter.  
For most, youth culture is not always an easy thing to spot. What we notice most 
often about a culture is its practices, especially ones that seem strange to that of our own 
familiar way of doing things. Probably the most iconic example of youth culture in recent 
time sprang up in the mid-90s with the Goth movement. Teenagers who wanted to 
differentiate themselves from their often white, suburban families created their own 
culture that modeled the musical subculture of England punk-rock bands. They were easy 
to spot because they dressed in dark clothes and often wore black makeup.  
Until recently, outside of the Goth movement, youth culture was easy to overlook. 
Consider, for instance, the phrase “boys will be boys”, which became a cliché in the 
nineteenth-century. The etymology of the phrase is rooted in a Latin proverb often 
translated as “Children are children and do childish things.”75 The idiom provides a sense 
of ambiguity and carelessness at the notion of youth culture by implying that youth are 
simply the way they are, and there is no need for further inquisition. To the average eye, 
many people just assumed that the only distinctive feature of youth culture was that of 
morality, which revolved around students participating in and experimenting with adult-
like activities (i.e., sex, drugs, and rock & roll). To the trained eye, however, the 
underbelly of youth culture was shocking. The world of adolescence is much more 
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tortuous than many adults realize. It is a world fraught with abandonment, bullying, and 
anxiety all under the sheen of football stars, cheerleaders, and straight-A students.  
Right before the turn of the millennium, youth culture decided it would no longer 
be overlooked. On the morning of April 20, 1999, in a small, town in Colorado, youth 
culture made a shocking burst onto the American scene with the sound of gunfire echoing 
the halls of a quiet school library. The Columbine shootings by two teenage boys, Dylan 
Klebold and Eric Harris, left twelve people dead, twenty wounded, and hundreds of news 
reporters and psychologists speculating as to what exactly motivated two teenage boys to 
commit the heinous massacre. To this end, Kenda Creasy Dean writes: 
In a world where adolescents experience profound abandonment, teenagers long 
for intercourse with people who “know” them. The murderers at Columbine High 
School were the treacherous results of two “unknown” teenagers: unknown by 
class mates (who described Dylan Harris and Eric Kelbold as students “you just 
didn’t notice”), unknown by parents (who has no inkling of the pipe-bomb 
manufacture going on in the garage), unknown by teachers and juvenile 
authorities (who failed to take seriously the violence described in class projects 
and websites). Only one motive was ever found, and this thanks to a videotape in 
which these two unknown boys declared their intent: they wanted to be known.76  
Since the time of Columbine, there have been dozens of copycat school shootings 
led by teenagers. School shootings are an obvious example of youth culture breaking onto 
the scene; but as Cultures and Organization explains, behind the practices of a culture are 
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deeper cultural entities in which practices such as dressing in all black or school 
shootings find meaning and explanation. Practices are only the outermost layer of a 
culture; therefore, they are often the easiest to identify. At the core of a culture is its 
values. If we can come to understand the values of a culture, we can begin to unravel the 
“why” behind the practices, and youth ministers can tailor spiritual formation to those 
values. In other words, practices are an outlet for the values of a culture. Unfortunately, 
values are not always easy to identify because they are much more subtle than practices. 
Nevertheless, between the seemingly insurmountable gap of practices on the surface and 
the values at the core are a handful of signs that can give us hints at what lies at the heart 
of youth culture. Values are not created in a void. Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov claim 
that in order to have values, one must first have significant symbols, heroes, or rituals.77 
The Gothic subculture found its heroes in musicians such as Marilyn Manson, and used 
fashion as their symbol to develop rituals such as the Drop Dead Festival (starting in 
2003), which continues to this day. We need to understand these cultural realities because 
sometimes these practices, symbols, heroes, rituals, and values of today’s American 
youth clash drastically with the adult culture of America in a way that is as piercing as 
gunfire. If we fail to realize this difference, our methods of faith formation can become 
stifling and irrelevant.  
Heroes of Youth Culture 
 Heroes in a cultural setting are members of the “in-group” who have embodied 
the values of the group so strongly that they have become idealized as the model for 
cultural acceptance. In adolescence, they become guides on the adolescent journey 
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towards adulthood. People can become heroes for all sorts of reasons (i.e., their courage, 
achievements, qualities, money) but in youth culture, it seems that heroes are often linked 
with the adolescent search for fidelity. Adolescents cling to people who offer fidelity or 
seem to receive fidelity due to their popularity.  
Groups of people who help create a sense of belonging become mentors or heroes. 
The most obvious example of this are healthy parents or other adults (e.g., coaches, 
teachers). Family ministry has conducted numerous empirical studies that show the 
significance of parental support in the lives of adolescents. Nevertheless, the concept of 
the in-group is still lacking in America’s individualistic culture, leaving many child-
parent relationships wanting. The breakdown of the family system is becoming 
increasingly more common. Moreover, even if a child comes from a healthy family 
system, the road of adolescence in America moves away from parental support and 
towards independence. What happens to the adolescent process when the family system 
becomes stressed, toxic, or lacking? When parents or adults neglect their role, who takes 
up the mantel of hero? Where do students turn if adults fail to take note of, sympathize 
with, or understand the adolescent predicament? 
Without strong parents, the role of heroes must pass on to someone or something 
else. One of the main arguments Clark makes in Hurt is that the role of the parents as 
heroes is being replaced by the role of friendships. Like the blind leading the blind, 
adolescents are turning to their friends not just for fidelity, but also for guidance on the 
road towards adulthood. Actually, it is probably better to speak of the argument the other 
way around. Because fidelity was already a distinct part of friendship (that is the 
definition of friendship after all: a group of people who share similar values, and 
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therefore, offer support to other value-holders) the title of hero was bestowed to the 
friends. Even in a healthy family system, as the Sticky Faith research noted, it is common 
for the role of parent to move towards friendship in late adolescence, suggesting that the 
idea of friendship stands out as something special in youth culture.78  
Friendships are increasingly important to the adolescent journey because for some 
it is the main source of fidelity. Friendships can also redefine the process of adolescence 
because they inherently communicate a perception of ideals and characteristics that when 
developed ultimately leads to deeper fidelity. As adolescents become socially aware of 
others, they become aware of different perspectives. These perspectives can be alienating 
if they are different from one’s ideals, or they can be the source of friendship if one’s 
sense of “cool” aligns with another’s. In Four Loves, C. S. Lewis describes the birth of 
friendship, “Friendship . . . is born at the moment when one man says to another ‘What! 
You too? I thought that I thought I was the only one.’”79  
As the friendship grows, the adolescent journey towards adulthood can be 
replaced by growth around the very thing that brought the friendship to be. Consider 
again, the 30-year old gamers in their parent’s basement. In the search for fidelity, they 
found community in online games like World of War Craft or League of Legends. Since 
the game provided community (fidelity), becoming better at the game increases one’s 
acceptance into that community. Thus the process is circular: what started out as a hobby 
leads to community. The community then shares the gaming ritual, which deepens the 
hobby, and an increased skill in the hobby develops a deeper community.  
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  There is another hero of adolescence—one that is a little different from the first 
two. The adolescent search for fidelity is often a lonely endeavor because if people are 
searching for a place to belong, it means they have yet to find it. The role of the family in 
many households disintegrates or becomes toxic. Moreover, many friendships though 
seemingly strong, are actually superficial. Therefore, in hopes of grasping for some sort 
of fidelity, many students have turned toward another superficial relationship as their 
hero: the music industry. For some students, Justin Bieber or Katy Perry have taken up 
the mantel of hero because their popularity (one of the misguided definitions of fidelity in 
adolescence) is appealing. To be, look, and act like them would achieve the same level of 
popularity—or so it is thought.  
An interesting development in recent years is the role of a particular song or 
album. The individual artist is not the only one who can claim the title hero. An 
individual song or album can achieve this status because certain bands and artists have 
become a type of prophetic voice for many youths. For instance, the haunting track from 
the band Death Cab for Cutie’s famous album, Transatlanticism, explains the loneliness 
of the Western individualistic culture: 
The Atlantic was born today, and I’ll tell you how: The clouds above opened up 
and let it out. I was standing on the surface of a perforated sphere when the water 
filled every hole. And thousands upon thousands made an ocean, making islands 
where no islands should go (oh no). Most people were overjoyed; they took to 
their boats. I thought it less like a lake and more like a moat. The rhythm of my 
footsteps crossing flatlands to your door have been silenced forevermore. And the 
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distance is quite simply much too far for me to row. It seems farther than ever 
before (oh no). I need you so much closer. So come on; come on.80 
The album received critical acclaim as their songs appeared in the soundtracks of youth-
themed movies and television shows such as The O.C., Six Feet Under, and Easy A. The 
album itself was published one year before Chap Clark’s book, Hurt. Both works are 
different attempts to explain and illustrate the same lonely culture.  
 Music has become so ingrained and important to youth culture that some 
psychologists have argued “That maybe the clearest marker of adolescence is a passion 
for popular music.”81 Suvi Laiho has created a theoretical categorization of music’s role 
in adolescence based on previous research from different fields of music psychology, 
sociology, media research, and music therapy. She identifies that music plays a distinct 
role in identity (formation), agency (individuality), and interpersonal relationships 
(fidelity), which all contribute to the development of the emotional field (happiness).82  
For this reason the music itself, not the artist or band, becomes the hero. The 
music, a particular song, or album becomes a kind of a prophetic personification of the 
values of youth culture (as the individual sees it). More than that, music also captures the 
feelings of the adolescent experience in a way that is comparable only to that of poetry. 
By resonating with the hidden feelings of youth culture, music offers fidelity and can take 
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up the mantel of hero as heard in the type of character portrayed in Twenty One Pilots’ 
song “Migraine.” 
I've got a migraine and my pain will range from up, down, and sideways. Thank 
God it’s Friday cause Fridays will always be better than Sundays cause Sundays 
are my suicide days. I don’t know why they always seem so dismal: 
thunderstorms, clouds, snow and a slight drizzle. Whether it’s the weather or the 
ledges by my bed, sometimes death seems better than the migraine in my head.  
Let it be said what the headache represents: It’s me defending in suspense. It’s me 
suspended in a defenseless test, being tested by a ruthless examiner that’s 
represented best by my depressing thoughts. I do not have writer’s block my 
writer just hates the clock. It will not let me sleep. I guess I’ll sleep when I’m 
dead; and sometimes death seems better than the migraine in my head. I am not as 
fine as I seem! Pardon me for yelling and telling you green gardens are not what’s 
growing in my psyche, it’s a different me. A difficult beast, feasting on burnt 
down trees. Freeze frame, please, let me paint a mental picture portrait. 
Something you won’t forget. It’s all about my forehead and how it is a door that 
holds back contents that makes Pandora’s box contents look non-violent. Behind 
my eyelids are islands of violence. My mind, ship-wrecked, this is the only land 
my mind could find. I did not know it was such a violent island, full of tidal 
waves, suicidal crazed, lions. They're trying to eat me, blood running down their 
chin, and I know that I can fight, or I can let the lion win. I begin to assemble 
what weapons I can find ‘cause sometimes to stay alive you gotta kill your mind.  
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Am I the only one I know, waging my wars behind my face and above my throat? 
Shadows will scream that I'm alone.83 
The band received thirty-one awards from ninety-five nominations, including awards 
such as most dedicated fans (2017), and best fan base (2016). According to Rolling 
Stones, in 2015, “Twenty One Pilots had a Top 10 single and the country’s number three 
album, lodged between Justin Bieber and One Direction” whose current hits are “about 
the harsh end of adolescence.”84 The New York Times explains how “the music they 
make, filled with urgent lyrics about loyalty and beating back darkness, feels laser-
targeted at young people searching for answers, meaning, community or solace.” The 
article continues to show how their music “tells an ongoing good vs. evil narrative 
featuring a set of recurring characters, which listeners pick over online like Trekkies.”85 
These characters become the real, personified heroes of adolescents, even more so than 
the individual members of the band do because adolescents personify their own 
personhood onto the characters in the song.  
Symbols of Youth Culture 
Symbols in a cultural setting refer to identifying marks that carry intrinsic 
meaning. Sometimes, these marks are easy to identify because they are promoted by the 
culture (e.g., a flag). Often, symbols can be so ingrained in the culture that they go 
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unnoticed. They have been embraced so deeply in the day-to-day life of the culture that 
their meanings are inferred unknowingly. In this case, it is hard to imagine life without 
the symbol. 
One such symbol in adolescent culture (that eventually will extend beyond 
adolescence) is the use of phones and technology. The use of cell phones and technology 
has become such a distinguishing mark for adolescence in the West that Jean Twenge has 
labeled the entire generation the iGeneration (iGen), which is a play on words from 
Apple’s iPhone.86 Though cell phones are utilized by all generations and might seem as 
nothing unique for youth culture, it is important to remember that saturation in 
technology is not something any other generation has experienced while going through 
adolescence. As a millennial, I did not have my first cell phone until I was a sophomore 
in college. During my first year of college, my friends and I used walkie-talkies to keep 
in touch with each other throughout the campus.  
Technology changes the landscape of today’s young people by allowing access to 
an infinite amount of information, which creates an increasingly plural world. In other 
words, we now have access to opinions and ideas that were previously unavailable to us. 
Before technology, most of us were truly connected only to our immediate context. The 
nature of other religious thinking was passed down secondhand from missionary stories. 
Now, however, we have the ability to read firsthand the writings of others or listen to a 
podcast all with the click of a button. For students, plurality means the faith of their 
parents is not the only option. It also means that people can become more critical of what 
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they learn in church. After all, how can any teacher or preacher compete with fine-tuned, 
cinematic YouTube series led by the leading expert in the field?  
Likewise, social networking has also become a distinguishing symbol with the 
launch of Facebook in 2004. In 2010, the Kaiser Family Foundation reported that 
American youth interact with digital media on an average of 7.5 hours a day, seven days 
a week. It is as if digital media has become the fulltime job of American youth. They also 
reported that teenagers send an average of 3,146 text messages a month and ten messages 
every hour of the day when not sleeping or in school.87 In addition, seniors spent 10.5 
hours a week online.88 
Many adults assume that the use of technology among adolescents is simply a 
case of bad manners, especially when parents are in the middle of a conversation with 
them that gets put on hold so the student can answer a text. However, as maddening as it 
might be, there is a reason that adolescents are glued to their phones. In fact, the use of 
phones among adolescents has a remarkable resemblance to that found among business 
people who come from cultures with a polychronic sense of time, which I spoke briefly 
about in the section on short- and long-term orientations. David Livermore, a business 
consultant for companies expanding into different cultures, explains that when he works 
with groups coming from both a polychronic and monochromic sense of time, the use of 
cell phones among members of the former is often a shock for those from the latter. 
																																								 																				
87. Angela H. Reed, Richard R. Osmer, and Marcus G. Smucker, Spiritual Companioning: A 
Guide to Protestant Theology and Practice (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2015), 80-81. 
88. Twenge and Park, “The Decline in Adult Activities Among U.S. Adolescents”, 14. 
 	
128 
Explaining the differences in these cultures, Livermore describes international business 
meetings: 
Executives from polychronic cultures, such as many Middle Eastern leaders, are 
much more apt . . . to receive whatever phone calls might come through or, at 
very least, see very little need to disguise reading and responding to messages. It 
makes little sense to them to “switch off” their family or other work 
responsibilities during the session. In polychronic cultures, human interaction is 
valued over time and material things . . . in the polychronic world, an individual’s 
day is driven by one relationship and conversation to the next.89 
Technology among adolescents follows a similar process because youth culture seems to 
prioritize relationships above most things.  
Video games are just as relational as cellphones. A few years ago, a YouTube 
video went viral where a twenty-something year old flipped over the Thanksgiving table 
because of a fight he was having with his father. The father wanted his son to continue 
the tradition of saying what he was thankful for during the Thanksgiving season. The son, 
however, was an atheist and not interested in telling some ominous god what he was 
thankful for in hopes to appease some sort of wrath. After the father’s many comments 
about being a part of the family, the son finally gave in. In all seriousness, he began to 
say what he was thankful for by speaking first of the food and his mother. Then he said, 
“And I am thankful for Master Chief” (the main character of the videogame series Halo), 
“I really look up to him.” The family burst out in laughter, causing a rush of anger to run 
over him as he flipped the Thanksgiving table.  
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What his family failed to notice (what the entire internet failed to notice) was the 
truly sad and lonely expression of listing a video game character as one’s hero. He did 
not even want to participate in the activity, but in a moment of vulnerability, he expressed 
that out of all the people in the room the only person who carried the mantle of hero was 
a fictional character. His connectedness to the video game character is not just about 
playing a game—it is an identity. Playing Halo allows him to be Master Chief—someone 
who is the hero, gets the girl, and is not laughed at by his family. Just like the characters 
in music, adolescents can personify their own personhood onto video game characters. 
Technology provides a sense of connectedness. Real relationships can be traded 
for “likes” much like sexual intimacy can be traded for pornography. This sense of 
connectedness is false because online interaction allows for a promoted sense of self as 
opposed to a real sense of self. Thirty-year-old gamers in their parents’ basement create 
avatars that allow for a promoted identity that is edited down to the sex of the character. 
In the same way, Facebook or Snapchat profiles create a type of avatar, where not only 
the physical appearances are editable (i.e., Snapchat filters), but the identity is customized 
and advertised in the bio.  
 We should not underestimate the power of the types of relationships created 
through technology. Recently, we hosted a Senior Sunday in which we asked each 
student to pick a spiritual influential adult to offer the student a blessing. One of our girls 
is actually a member of a different church, but she comes to our youth group and chose 
an adult she has never met to provide her blessing. Between the two churches, she had 
three youth ministers, countless volunteers, and loving parents; yet, she chose a mom that 
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she met only over Instagram. To many students these types of relationships are the most 
intimate and honest ones they have.  
Nevertheless, it is quite amazing that something that carries the power to connect 
us with people across the world has the ability to disconnect us from people right next to 
us. I sit here typing this paper while Death Cab’s song “Transatlanticism” echoes in my 
ears. Looking around this small, bustling coffee shop, I am taken aback by how close in 
proximity each of us are to one another; yet, the distance between us is insurmountable. 
Almost all people here are lost in their own world of laptops and iPhones, many of whom 
have also blocked out the sound of their neighbors with noise canceling headphones and 
music. “The sound of footprints crossing flatlands to your door has been silenced 
forevermore.”90 Sherry Turkle claims that the saturation in technology has made today’s 
America youth “alone together.”91 It is as if this generation is the embodiment of Billy 
Joel’s lyrics from his famous song, Piano Man: “Yes, they're sharing a drink they call 
loneliness. But it's better than drinkin’ alone.”92  
One final note about saturation of technology is how the promoted self in 
technology affects the identity formation process by creating what John Suler has called 
the “online disinhibition effect,” in which a person is able to act differently online as 
opposed to face-to-face.93 Erikson’s concept of identity crisis is taken to an entirely 
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different level with technology by creating what Susan Harter has called “multiple 
selves”—a common ritual in adolescence where the student takes up different identities 
based on the different contexts of their lives (i.e., school, work, home, church). 94 Though 
the ritual of “multiple selves” existed before the time of technology, saturation in 
technology makes the ritual easier to participate in, which is why some students in my 
youth group have multiple Snapchat, Facebook, or Instagram accounts. 
There are six reasons Suler identifies that an online environment creates an online 
disinhibition effect.95 I do not intend to go into each of them here, but the environment of 
anonymity and invisibility, to name two, create a space of promoted identity that allows 
students to offer the world an identity that is “perfected” in their eyes. In other words, 
Snapchat filters and personal bios allow students to tailor their identity and physical 
appearance to whatever they think will achieve the most acceptance. However, this 
promoted identity is not real and creates a state of identity confusion and lowers the 
feeling of being truly known. Therefore, the hope among adolescents that the online 
environment will create community may become harsh and damaging as seen most 
notably through the process of “toxic online disinhibitions” such as cyberbullying. The 
hope of community is dashed to pieces. The one place where they hoped to find fidelity 
offers them the opposite. Therefore, the message is clear: if this world rejects a finely 
tuned, perfected identity, what hope is there in finding love for the true, unfiltered version 
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of their self? What would people think and do if they only knew the truth? They are 
desperate to know, and yet they dare not find out.  
Rituals of Youth Culture 
Rituals are recurring activities that become a type of solemn performance. In 
other words, there is an expectation that people in the group perform the rituals on cue. 
Often the rituals are categorized as “just a phase.” Such statements misunderstand and 
belittle the true nature of a ritual. Rituals are more than “just a phase”—they take on a 
type of sanctity to the point that they become identifying marks. In this sense, rituals 
function more like a rite of passage instead of a phase.  
In the previous section, I mentioned the ritual of “multiple selves,” but perhaps 
the most noted ritual of adolescence is the “rebellious teenager” in which adolescents find 
ways to challenge authority figures in a search for their own way of being. The rebellious 
teenager is such an identifying mark to the adolescent process that Mark Senter III uses it 
as the launching point for his book on a history of youth ministry in America.96 The ritual 
of rebellion during adolescence is often categorized as students participating in adult-like 
activities (i.e., drinking, sex, parties, drugs) in spite of adult warnings and commands 
against such activities. Conservative parents and religious leaders often think that the 
party scene is an issue of morality, which I will come back to later. 
Today, the ritual of rebellion is not as straight forward as it was in the past. A 
study published in 2017 concluded that adult-like behavior among adolescents (i.e., 
working a job, drinking, premarital sex, going out, dating, and driving) was lower than it 
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has been in over thirty years. 97 Some, like David Finkelhor, argue that current 
adolescents are “more ‘virtuous’ and ‘responsible’ than previous generations, bringing 
‘delinquency, truancy, promiscuity, alcohol abuse, and suicide down to levels unseen in 
many cases since the 1950s.’”98 This trend spreads across demographic groups, 
suggesting that the shift is a cultural reality. If rebellion is not about morality, what is 
really going on during the rebellious teenage years? 
Erikson believed that the drive for teenage rebellion was autonomy: Adolescents 
“would rather act shamelessly in the eyes of his elders, out of free choice, than be forced 
into activities which would be shameful in his own eyes or in those of his peers.”99 
Unpacking Erikson’s argument, Joseph LaVoie writes, “Erikson and others have argued 
that troubled youth find that elements of a negative identity provide them with a sense of 
some mastery over a situation for which a positive approach has been continually denied 
them.”100 This assumption leads Erikson to conclude that if adolescents are provided with 
space to explore, they will naturally solidify their identity.  
Recently, however, others have proposed alternative rationales behind the 
rebellious teenage years. The Sticky Faith research noticed that loneliness and the search 
for fidelity became one of the primary reasons students participated in morally 
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questionable activities. Quoting Dr. Crawford, they write, “Loneliness and the search for 
friends seems to push the buttons for everything else. The primary reason students gave 
for participating in the ‘party scene’ was because that’s where ‘everyone’ was.”101 It 
seems that rebellion is less about autonomy or morality and more about fidelity—at least 
in the eyes of teenagers. 
Rebellion is not the only ritual driven by the desire for fidelity. Clustering or 
creating cliques attempts to create an “in-group” amongst friends, but as noted above, 
friendships can be superficial, leaving young people potentially feeling two-faced. 
Spithoven conducted an empirical study that argued that negative peer relations or the 
absence of peer relations contributes to an increase in anxiety and depression symptoms 
in adolescence.102 As noted earlier, “when anxiety levels increase, uncertainty avoidance 
levels increase.”103 Adolescents then seek out anything to which they can be anchored.  
Values of Youth Culture 
 Throughout this section on youth culture, I have been describing the core desire of 
youth by using the term “fidelity.” I have done this because the term “fidelity” is the 
predominate word used in youth culture literature. Fidelity is often defined as a sense of 
“belonging,” which hints at a deep desire for true relationship or community. However, I 
believe this definition (and therefore the word itself) fails to capture the true emotion or 
deepest desire of the adolescent heart. In fact, “fidelity” is not the term Erikson used in 
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describing the deepest value of the adolescent process. It seems that his term was left 
behind specifically in Christian literature because it carried sexual connotations. 
Nevertheless, I think it is time to recapture Erikson’s term in spite of its connotations 
because it seems to capture the quintessence of the adolescent longing. The term Erikson 
used to describe the deepest value of adolescence is the term “intimacy.” When Erikson 
was publishing his work on adolescence, Christian leaders and parents were deeply 
concerned about the growing number of teenagers participating in premarital sex. To 
them, the word “intimacy” implied sexual intimacy. Therefore, it felt like Erikson was 
suggesting that teenagers are motivated by their “sexual desires,” which is more 
Freudian. In reality, Erikson was not claiming that teenagers are motivated by their 
sexual desires. Instead, he was simply suggesting that the deepest desire of an adolescent 
is intimacy. By Erikson’s estimation, adolescents are often deprived of real intimacy, and 
they search for it in the most obvious and accessible way: sexual intimacy.  
 The term “intimacy,” for our purpose, should be defined as truly knowing 
another, being truly known, and being truly loved and accepted in spite of the apparent 
shortcomings of one’s identity. Here the word “truly” is essential because youth culture is 
fraught with a false sense of knowing their true selves; therefore, they offer the world a 
false, perfected presentation of their identity. In this way, relationships in youth culture 
are often nothing more than mirrors in which people try their best to reflect the image of 
the people standing before them so that they have a chance at being liked and valued. To 
be valued by a teacher, a student must have good grades; to be valued by friends, they 
must live up to the relative notion of being cool; and to be valued by coaches, they must 
be star players. In this environment, love is conditional. This is why the terms 
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“community,” “fidelity,” or “belonging” do not truly capture the heart of the adolescent’s 
longing. Today’s young people “belong” to all sorts of “communities” (i.e., church, 
school functions, friends). The point is, even though young people may attend church 
regularly, it does not mean they are truly known. In youth culture, belonging to 
something does not inherently equal intimacy. In fact, even though students may belong 
to a Christian community, they may experience a deeper feeling of intimacy in the dark 
corners of the internet than in our churches. 
True intimacy carries with it inherent, formative qualities or virtues that we can 
capture in our churches to help address the adolescent’s longing. Confession and 
forgiveness are the first that come to mind. Confession is the process of breaking down 
the walls in order to allow another person to see our faults and weaknesses. For this 
reason, it is counter cultural to the adolescent world of promoted, perfected selves. 
However, it is not until forgiveness that we achieve intimacy. Confession allows us to be 
truly known (particularly the areas of our life that we would like to hide); but in 
forgiveness, we are loved and accepted in spite of our failures. In confession and 
forgiveness, there are no more masks, no more expectations, and no more pretending. 
There is only our heart ripped open and laid bare, our wounds exposed, and our faults on 
display, and with this, we have love and acceptance. How do we go about creating a 
space or environment in which students feel comfortable sharing their faults with others?  
One way intimacy can be created between people or amongst a group is by shared 
experience, particularly, experiences that are disorienting because they require clinging to 
each other in hopes of finding some semblance of commonality. One of the greatest 
examples of this is tragedy, such as the death of a family member, which forces others to 
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cling to one another in hopes of surviving. Less extreme examples, however, are found in 
a program-oriented approach through events such as mission trips. As long as the mission 
trip means more than just an excuse to go to Disney World or Six Flags, they can become 
jarring events of culture shock that can heighten their awareness of those around them. 
These moments become even more profound and intimate when we intentionally build in 
space for group reflection. 
To end this section on youth culture, I offer an example from a typical relational 
youth ministry approach as a comparison. Often, in interviews, youth ministers are asked 
the question, “How do you plan to develop relationships with the students?” The answer 
that parents are looking for are things such as “go to their games,” “visit them at school,” 
or “get coffee with them.” That is not, however, what parents (or students for that matter) 
truly want from a relational youth minister. What they really mean when they ask that 
question is, “How are you going to connect (develop intimacy) with my child?” We often 
wrongly assume that just because youth ministers show up at students’ games it means 
that they are developing relationships with that child. I have found that attending 
students’ events is actually one of the least effective ways to develop real intimacy. First, 
one of the main reasons our children perform in these events is that they are seeking out 
intimacy and acknowledgment from adults. They perform in hopes of receiving accolades 
from adult mentors. Very rarely do they perform simply because they like the event, but 
this means that adult acknowledgment can be linked to their performance, and therefore it 
is conditional. Also, how much real intimacy can a youth minister develop by sitting in 
the stands and waving at a kid from across the court? 
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Another way to look at it is from the opposite extreme: How would we develop 
intimacy with our students if they did not perform in anything? If one of our students 
dropped out of all extracurricular activities, how would we develop intimacy if there was 
nothing for us to support? I am not trying to argue that traditional forms of relational 
ministry such as going to games or award ceremonies is wrong or worthless. Instead, I 
am simply trying to explain that intimacy is not the same thing as support. Unfortunately, 
it seems that many child-adult relationships become goal-oriented by settling for support 
over intimacy:  
Clark commonly encountered teenagers who viewed neighbors, relatives, 
teachers, coaches, pastors, priests, and parents as too busy or too self-absorbed to 
invest in them without an agenda. The family, once a hub of belonging for young 
people, now increases pressure and a sense of loneliness. Clark contends, “We 
have evolved to the point where we believe that driving is support, being active is 
love, and providing any and every opportunity is selfless nurture.”104 
If we hope to make faith relevant to adolescents and make discipleship a natural outcome 
of growing up, faith must be couched in communities that foster a real spirit of knowing 
each other with unconditional love. Students need a place where they are truly known and 
accepted by adults and peers alike. In the spirit of youth culture, I end this section with a 
quotation from the band, Mumford and Sons that testifies to the type of love of which I 
speak: “Love will not betray you, dismay you, or enslave you, it will set you free to be 
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more like the man you were made to be. There is a design, an alignment to cry, of my 
heart to see the beauty of love as it was made to be.”105 
Personal Experience 
 As a youth minister, I have received many thought-provoking questions by 
students over the past few years. One of the most common questions I receive from 
students is the question about the theodicy of God (questions about God’s goodness) in 
reference to God’s judgment. It often comes in questions such as, “Will an all-loving God 
really send people to hell?” Occasionally, it is phrased in a very particular way: “What 
happens to people who never hear about Jesus or the Bible?” This question is interesting 
because it brings ambiguity into a conversation that is often treated as black and white. It 
is such a confusing and thought-provoking question that even Jesus received this question 
in the gospel of John. In a section that my Bible, in my opinion, incorrectly subtitles “The 
Hatred of the World,” Jesus discusses the fault of those who have seen his power and 
heard his teachings and still reject him. However, to those who have not heard his 
message, Jesus says,  
If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not have been guilty of sin, but 
now they have no excuse for their sin. Whoever hates me hates my Father also. If 
I had not done among them the works that no one else did, they would not be 
guilty of sin, but now they have seen and hated both me and my Father. (John 
15:22-24) 
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The people at fault in this passage are the people who have a “word that is written in their 
Law” (the Jews). At the same time, Jesus seems to suggest that there are those (in this 
case, the Gentiles) who have not heard of him or the Law or seen the miracles of God. 
Jesus seems to suggest that these people are not guilty of sin.  
 This text is not really about “The Hatred of the World.” The “world” and its 
hatred are only the context of this message. The real point of the text is faith and 
discipleship—aligning one’s identity with Jesus in spite of the hatred of the world. 
However, in the verses quoted above, Jesus seems to suggest that faith and discipleship 
can look very different in a world where people are without knowledge of Jesus and his 
power. The author of Hebrews hints at the same point when he suggests that the 
patriarchs were faithful even though they did not completely understand the object of 
their faith. “And all these, though commended through their faith, did not receive what 
was promised, since God had provided something better for us, that apart from us they 
should not be made perfect” (Heb 11: 39-40). Even though it is not the primary purpose 
of the text, these passages seem to suggest that faithful living can occur even if that faith 
is limited by our understanding. 
Culture is complex, to say the least, and though two people live in proximity, they 
can embrace different cultural realities (or different levels of a cultural reality). 
Therefore, at some level, there is no “the American culture”; nor is there a “the youth 
culture.” A teacher of mine compared culture to that of radio waves that flow in and out 
of the receiver while driving down the road. Depending on the location, it is possible to 
receive one station only to have it convert to a different station a few minutes later. While 
moving around America, cultural realities become stronger or weaker in different areas. 
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Youth culture is particularly difficult to identify because it changes when a generation of 
students graduate from high school. For this reason, we simplify and generalize 
categories while realizing that individuals experience, embrace, or react differently 
against certain realities. 
Sometimes, it is possible for two different cultures to mix in the same way that 
two different radio stations come in on the same channel. This often shows up in blended 
families, especially ones that come from radically different cultures. For instance, my 
uncle, a full-blooded Texan, met his Chinese wife on AOL instant messenger in 2004. 
After a few months of talking, he flew to China, married her, and brought her back to the 
States where they are still married. The tension between these two cultures mixing into 
one family is deeper than just noodles versus hamburgers, and it flows in how they raise 
their children and what religion they hold. I hope that by now I have highlighted that 
even though people in the same place might have cultural diversity, generalizations and 
categories are not worthless. Instead, we note their limitations and utilize them to provide 
a framework from which we are able to discuss culture.  
 The deepest level of the growing up process is personal experience. The term 
“personal experience” simply describes how individual people experience, embrace, or 
react against their cultural upbringing. Various outside factors influence one’s personal 
experience: the family system, national and regional influences, economics, education, or 
generational upbringing. For example, teenagers growing up in a single-parent household 
in rural Arkansas will embrace different cultural realities and rank higher or lower in 
certain areas than teenagers growing up in a wealthy family from California. Even though 
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these students are both American teenagers sharing national culture and youth culture, 
undoubtedly, some of their perspective on culture will be different.  
It is easy to want our own cultural reality or hegemony to prevail, and to feel like 
we need to be cautious of other groups. Such a reaction causes us to push our own 
cultural identity onto other people. It is easy to assume that our specific culture is God’s 
preferred way. This often happens unknowingly when we suggest that foreign exchange 
students are timid when they are indirect with their communication or when people with a 
polychronic sense of time are impolite when they answer a text in the middle of a 
conversation. The proper term for this reaction is “ethnocentrism”— the assessment of 
other cultures according to prejudices emerging from the values of one’s own culture. 
The same can be said of our approach to spirituality, faith, and discipleship. When 
we assume that our specific way of “doing” church is correct, we can reduce evangelism 
to being about changing others’ cultural reality to meet that of our own. We tend to paint 
with broad strokes by creating categories and generalizations of what faith is and what 
faith is not. We unknowingly expect others to automatically engage with these categories. 
Discipleship, if done this way, is not about helping others live more fully into God’s 
image but our own image—to fit into our categories. For instance, if we come from a 
collectivist church (as it is in some American churches) and we are trying to reach an 
individualist culture (as it is with many millennials), we assume that individualists need 
to change the way in which they experience reality. The expectation is that before 
millennials can be members of that particular church, they need to stop questioning the 
collective teachings of that particular church. Such a proposition would be unthinkable 
for many individualists because their entire cultural background has taught them to seek 
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out truth for themselves through pushback and questioning. Of course, no one 
(hopefully!) would ever blatantly say, “Millennials need to change the ways in which 
they experience and understand reality in order to join a particular church.” Nevertheless, 
we might plan programs that indirectly send that message. After all, that is how culture 
works: behind the scenes in ways that often go unnoticed.  
A better starting point (or, at least, a humbler starting point), is to not assume that 
certain cultural realities have to be accepted before one can start down the road of 
discipleship. Instead, we could ask the question, “What does discipleship look like in 
these different cultures?” For instance, how do people embody love in different cultures? 
Return for a moment to the Dutch missionary in Indonesia who had difficulty teaching 
his parishioners the parable in Matthew 28. In this situation, which is a better form of 
discipleship, children who tells their fathers the truth in a culture where that is 
disrespectful or children who lied to their fathers in order to protect his honor? The 
question is actually a question of culture. Perhaps the child had completely legitimate 
reasons for not going to work in the field, but culturally, it was still improper for children 
to say no to their fathers. Which is worse: for children to lie to their fathers or to dishonor 
their fathers? Both are sins according to Scripture, but one might have far reaching 
consequences in a culture. In fact, in some indirect cultures, the blame would be on the 
father for not providing a way out for the son in case he actually had legitimate reasons 
for not working in the field.  
As an American, I might prioritize telling the truth as a general rule of thumb 
because of my truth-oriented upbringing. However, that rule of thumb is quickly 
forgotten if my wife asks, “Do these pants make me look fat?” when, in fact, the pants do 
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make her look fat. Why should telling the truth as a general rule of thumb be forgotten in 
this situation? The answer is because the consequences of telling the truth would be far 
more damaging (most likely the damage would come to my personal well-being). The 
parishioners believed that respect trumped truth; whereas, the missionary believed that 
truth trumped respect. Which is correct? Actually, a better question would be to ask, 
“Why do we consider our particular answer to be “correct”? The Indonesian parishioners 
valued the practicality of a father/son relationship higher than that of the Dutch 
missionary’s abstract search for truth that comes from the virtue of honesty.  
 Discipleship and spiritual formation can and do look different depending on one’s 
personal experience or perspective of reality. To say otherwise is to place culture above 
Scripture or the gospel and to conclude that people must have a specific cultural starting 
point before they can start down the path of discipleship. Even though Scripture was 
compiled almost two thousand years ago, what makes it relevant today? The reason is 
that the Bible and the gospel are big enough to reach anyone regardless of their 
background. God is big enough to reach all regardless of their cultural starting point. 
Peter makes a similar point in his conversation with Cornelius when he realizes that the 
Gentiles have just as much access to God as the Jews do. Peter says, “I now realize how 
true it is that God does not show favoritism. God shows no prejudice, but in every nation 
anyone who fears him and does what is right is welcomed to him” (Acts 10:34-35). 
Therefore, if the gospel is relevant to any cultural context, it suggests that embodiment of 
that gospel (i.e., discipleship) might look differently in different cultures. It seems to 
suggest otherwise is an extreme arrogance that believes in a type of spiritual elitism. I am 
not the first to suggest that faith formation can be tailored towards specific cultural 
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contexts. In Philip Sheldrake’s history of spirituality, he adopts the French social scientist 
and expert on Islam, Oliver Roy’s language of “formatting” to describe how religious 
traditions often “reformat” spiritual traditions to “fit the norms of the different cultures 
within which they exist.”106 
 Faith and discipleship can manifest itself in different people in incredibly diverse 
ways, and the difference is greatly influenced by one’s cultural background and 
upbringing. If we reduce faith to certain types, then we place discipleship under culture. 
However, if we admit that people can embody faith and discipleship differently in 
different cultures, then Scripture and the gospel are big enough to be relevant to any 
culture and discipleship is available to everyone.  
Leading with Cultural and Psychological Intelligence 
Finally, I want to offer one last clarification. I have been examining what faith 
formation looks like in different cultures and how to tailor spiritual formation to the 
American context of today’s young people. I have been working under the argument of 
the last section that discipleship can and does look different depending on one’s culture. 
Working out of this assumption allows us to approach youth ministry more like a 
missionary rather than an activities director or glorified babysitter. However, if we are 
not careful, we might reduce faith to that of a cultural expression. In other words, it may 
sound as if we are suggesting that discipleship is relative and determined entirely by 
one’s cultural upbringing. This might be the case when it comes to faith formation in new 
Christians. In other words, new Christians have to start somewhere, and the easiest 
location might be what is intrinsically know to them (i.e., culture). At some point, 
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however, faith and discipleship must go beyond culture, and in many cases, it must stand 
directly in opposition to culture. There are certain norms, values, or practices of 
American or youth culture that are unfitting for the Christian faith; things such as radical 
individualism, privatized spirituality, or moral relativism. There are distinct moments 
when a youth pastor must stand against the tendencies of the culture. There are times 
when faith and discipleship must transcend culture. Otherwise, the identity of Christianity 
is absorbed in its entirety and lost to our cultural whims.  
In the parable told in Matthew 28, about the father asking his two sons to work in 
the field, Jesus clearly had a transcendent truth that he wished to communicate. That 
transcendent truth is relevant regardless of culture. I am not arguing that the transcendent 
truth of the gospel or Scripture changes based on one’s cultural perspective (that would 
be the argument of relativism); but I am suggesting that the language, embodiment, or 
presentation of that transcendent point looks different in different cultures. As a starting 
point for missions, we may not be able to change one’s cultural lens, and we dare not 
change the transcendent truth of the gospel. We can be aware that the only means by 
which we can express the transcendent truths of the gospel is through our own faulty 
language and lifestyle. It is only when we are aware of the limits of our own language 
and means of formation that we can start doing mission work. This, perhaps, is the most 
difficult aspect of any ministry. We are truly aware only of our own experiences—our 
own ways of coming to faith and living that faith out. It is one of the minister’s greatest 
temptations to assume that every other person must come to faith by the same means. 
The role of a minister is like that of a missionary: to figure out how to tailor faith 
formation to individuals or groups regardless of their cultural upbringing. This does not 
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assume that everything in a culture is explicitly good or that we cannot make broad 
generalizations of what faithful living looks like (i.e., the Ten Commandments), nor does 
it suggest that there is never a time in which the church should intentionally remain 
countercultural. Rather, it suggests that the best starting point for faith development is to 
assume that there are specific ways in which discipleship comes naturally in every 
culture—that people embody the particularities of faith in different ways—even though it 
is the same transcendent truth. When it comes to youth culture, the main role of youth 
ministers is to figure out how to help youth faithfully live or embody God’s kingdom in 
their own unique cultural ways. This is precisely the purpose of practical theology.  
C. S. Lewis talks about this in his book Mere Christianity. A friend of mine 
recently told me a story that highlights Lewis’s point. A few years ago, my friend was 
working on becoming a medical doctor. He was in his first year as a medical intern in 
which he was expected to tour the different specialties for a week to determine his future 
field. One week, he was working in the addiction center of a hospital where he was 
assigned to a woman who was admitted for a DUI. He explained his initial reaction of 
overwhelming hatred and annoyance at the drunk woman who spoke loudly, threw up on 
his shoes, and flirted with him. He looked at how she had destroyed her life and 
threatened the life of others by driving under the influence. Her addiction over the years 
had virtually destroyed her liver, and she was putting others in danger. Throughout the 
night, she began to sober up and come to her senses. At one point, he found himself alone 
with her, and she began to talk about her childhood. She explained that her parents owned 
a bar. Every day after elementary school, she would sit at the bar and do homework while 
her parents worked throughout the night. She was six the first time she had a drink. By 
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nine, she was drinking daily with her parents, and by twelve (according to her 
estimation), she was an alcoholic. In the words of my friend, “there was no chance for 
her” to not be an alcoholic.  
In Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis is describing this type of person:  
God judges them by their moral choices. When a neurotic who has a pathological 
horror of cats forces himself to pick up a cat for some good reason, it is quite 
possible that in God’s eyes he has shown more courage than a healthy man may 
have shown in winning the V. C. [the Victorian Cross]. When a man who has 
been perverted from his youth and taught that cruelty is the right thing, does some 
tiny little kindness, or refrains from some cruelty he might have committed, and 
thereby, perhaps, risks being sneered at by his companions, he may, in God’s 
eyes, be doing more than you and I would do if we gave up life itself for a friend. 
. . . We see only the results, which a man's choices make out of his raw material. 
But God does not judge him on the raw material at all, but on what he has done 
with it.107 
My friend realized that perhaps the one or two moments where this woman actually said 
“no” to a drink might have been far more heroic and considerably more difficult of a 
choice than he has ever had to make concerning alcohol. In fact, it may have been far 
more heroic and required more strength for her to say “no” even if it was only once and 
briefly, than any decision he has ever made in his entire life. 
A great burden is placed on our shoulders as youth ministers. We stand in a place 
where we must determine which cultural norms can be used to develop faith and which 
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ones must be rejected in their entirety. The question is: “How do we determine which is 
which?” Our answer to that question will inevitably show up in our approaches to youth 
ministry. It is the distinguishing thinking process that will determine if a relational 
approach, family approach, or psychological approach is formative. While I am not sure 
there is a direct answer to the “which is which” question (it is more of an art than a 
science), at the risk of oversimplifying, I will suggest that answering that question is the 
entire goal of practical theology as a way of life.  
For now, I simply want to suggest that standing in opposition to some cultural 
norms must come from a place of knowledge, understanding, and respect. In order for 
something to be “cultural,” it must be ingrained in a society; it is the construct of 
collective group thinking. People believe and act for very specific reasons—even if those 
reasons are unknown to them. While culture is ubiquitous, it is not arbitrary. Therefore, 
we should approach people’s way of life with a certain level of respect lest we come 
across as patronizing. Sherwood Lingenfelter writes:  
Effective cross-cultural leadership cannot happen if we are unwilling to learn 
about and accept the social-game assumptions of our partners. We cannot 
negotiate effective working relationships when we have disagreements about 
legitimate forms of behavior and action and do not listen carefully to one another 
with an attitude of respect and acceptance.108 
The descriptive task of this paper has been about helping us listen to the unique social 
pressures placed on today’s young people. In other words, to borrow a chapter title from 
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the Growing Young research, our goal is to “empathize with today’s young people.”109 
The goal is to lead from a place of understanding, not to give into every aspect of the 
culture. Returning to David Livermore, whose quote I used at the beginning of this 
section, “The objective of the acquired understanding isn’t to become like the people in 
that cultural group or to be able to play their games, the goal is to understand and 
appreciate the rules behind their lives and society so that you can effectively lead.”110 
Conclusion: The Adolescent Crisis of Reality 
 For a moment, allow me to sum up some of the conclusions and arguments made 
about the experience of growing up. In the section on adolescent psychology, (1) I argued 
that the adolescent process is shrouded with confusion over what it actually means to be 
an adult. There is a lostness in the process of identity formation. (2) I argued that 
American culture promotes a spirit of independence where children are encouraged to 
have their own thoughts and follow their own paths. (3) Some aspects of the American 
culture, however, are in direct tension with or more readily embraced in youth culture 
because youth culture has different values from that of the larger American culture. I also 
examined that (4) a common practice of youth culture was to look towards superficial 
heroes as the model of adulthood instead of parents or other adults. (5) The entire process 
is saturated with feelings of loneliness, uncertainty, anxiety, busyness, insecurity, and 
doubt—all of which produce a deep desire for true intimacy. Finally, (6) each person 
experiences and adheres to cultural norms in different ways and at different levels of 
intensity. Discipleship, however, is big enough to accommodate these differences, and we 
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can tailor spiritual formation in different ways, allowing faith formation to come from a 
holistic experience.  
The culmination of these experiences during the growing up process is what I call 
the adolescent crisis of reality. It is their reality because it is the actual state of their 
experience as opposed to an idealistic notion of the adolescent experience (e.g., “boys 
will be boys”). It is a crisis because it is a point of intense difficulty in the decision-
making process involving one’s identity and intimacy. A midlife crisis, for instance, is a 
state of being in which a person’s age, inevitable mortality, and shortcomings of 
accomplishments develop feelings of homelessness and failure that ultimately leads to the 
questioning of identity and one’s life choices. Similarly, the adolescent crisis of reality 
can create feelings of lostness, loneliness, and uncertainty of the future. If faith formation 
is to be meaningful and relevant, it must come from an understanding of this crisis; it 
must speak to this reality. The goal of this paper has been my attempt at explaining the 
social pressures and the heartbreaking experiences that often come with growing up.  
Finally, I would like to end this section with one last quotation. This one is from 
two atonement theologians: Mark Baker and Joel Green.  
As twenty-first-century Christians we face a gargantuan but vital task. . . . For 
many of us who make our home in the West, we face the challenge of working 
out the significance of the sacrificial death of Jesus for people who have very little 
concept of sacrifice. We face the challenge of working out the importance of 
Jesus’s death as a victory over powerful forces in a world where “powerful 
forces” are often not recognized or admitted as a part of reality. We face the 
challenge of exploring the saving effect of Jesus’ death among people who do not 
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want to be “saved”—indeed, who have no perceived need for “salvation.”  . . . 
One image or model is simply inadequate to communicate all that God has done 
and continues to do through the cross. What other images might faithfully 
represent the work of Christ? What other models might prove effective in 
bringing others into a more full awareness of the saving significance of Jesus’ 
death?111 
Adolescent Spiritual Formation 
It is often said in youth ministry that there is “no cookie-cutter approach to youth 
ministry.” Every youth ministry context is different, and each student is unique. 
Therefore, we need different approaches to address different churches and their students. 
A church in a small suburb might be inclined to a family ministry approach whereas an 
inner-city church in Detroit might be inclined to an education or relational approach. 
While it is true that there are no cookie-cutter approaches, there are still basic ingredients 
that make up a good cookie. In adolescent spiritual formation, there are basic ingredients 
that we need to incorporate into every program if we hope to develop lasting faith in 
young people. This section is dedicated primarily to tailoring the process of spiritual 
formation to the adolescent crisis of reality. It is about defining the ingredients of a good 
program. 
In the first chapter, I referred to Jeffrey Greenman’s definition of spiritual 
formation as “our continuing response to the reality of God’s grace shaping us into the 
likeness of Jesus Christ, through the work of the Holy Spirit, in the community of faith, 
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for the sake of the world.”112 Greenman’s definition is a starting place because it is a 
comprehensive and well-rounded explanation of spiritual formation. Spiritual formation 
is at its core a response to God’s grace, which is preceded by an awareness to God’s 
work, particularly, in one’s own immediate context. Reflecting on God’s grace is not 
simply a theoretical or historical activity but a deeply personal experience. This 
awareness brings about a transformation into the likeness of Christ in thoughts, character, 
and actions. However, transformation into Christlikeness is not simply the natural 
outcome of reflecting on God’s grace in our lives. It is wholly spiritual—the intentional 
work of the Holy Spirit as the third person in the Trinity. This entire process is deeply 
rooted in community; not just in our immediate context, but the entire wisdom of the 
Christian heritage. While it involves the individual, transformation is about the entire 
human race, beginning first with the church but quickly spreading outward into the 
world.  
Spiritual formation is a lifelong endeavor. The ultimate question is at what level 
can adolescents participate in this process? Is it really fair to expect adolescents to 
respond to this process in the same way adults do? Typically, adolescence is the stage of 
life when many people start developing their faith, yet there are some amazing and 
humbling examples of teenage faith. It seems there is a balance to be found between 
expecting students to be faithful like adults and expecting students to wait until they are 
adults before they can really start down the road of spiritual formation. Adolescent 
spiritual formation involves every aspect of Greenman’s definition, yet there are subtle 
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differences due to the adolescent crisis of reality. For sake of structure, I want to examine 
that at some level adolescent spiritual formation involves 1) the process of conversion, 2) 
the experience of formation, 3) the articulation of theology, and 4) the participation in 
ministry and missions.  
Listing any kind of structure for spiritual formation gives the impression of a 
chronology as if conversion naturally comes before formation, which naturally comes 
before articulation. Spiritual formation, however, is less systematic than we would often 
like in our type-A brains. In practice, I have found that these four steps are deeply 
intermingled and often happen at the same time.  
The Process of Conversion 
 The story of the exodus is arguably the most impressionable story about Judaism 
of any Bible story. The story is one of hope in a God who works through a flawed leader 
to rescue a flawed people from a flawed system of oppression in order to establish a new 
way of being in the world. While the story itself is filled with crucial moments for the 
Israelite people, there are two particularly formative moments that seem to stand above 
the rest. The first is the deliverance from slavery through the powerful works of God in 
Moses as he leads the people through the Red Sea, establishing the celebration of 
Passover. The second was the establishment of the law on Mount Sinai. If we follow the 
well-crafted narrative closely, we notice the character development of both Moses, as he 
grows in his new role as a leader, and the Israelite people, as they struggle to learn a new 
way of living that is not based on slavery.  
Any definition about the biblical view of conversion would be anachronistic if it 
failed to refer to the story of the exodus. The term “salvation” means “deliverance,” and 
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for Paul, the term is almost always used in the shadow of the exodus story. The term 
carries the weight of the freedom of bondage to a tyrannical dictator in order to start on a 
journey to the promised land. Therefore, if we wish to speak of “being saved” in the 
biblical sense, we too must understand the process of conversion in the shadow of 
Passover and the establishment of the law.  
For many Christians today, however, the process of conversion is reduced to only 
one side of the exodus story. Many would have the Passover without the law. By this, I 
mean, Christians often emphasize the singular moment in time in which God delivers his 
people from slavery through the waters of baptism while failing to emphasize the journey 
towards the promised land through the establishment of the law. For many Protestant 
Christians today, the term “salvation” is linked with the doctrine of justification. 
Justification is God’s act of removing sin and guilt from a believer at a distinct moment 
in time (e.g., baptism, confession). For many evangelical Christians, the doctrine is 
intimately linked with a belief in the participation of the believer in the process of 
salvation. Consequently, it is not uncommon for the doctrine of justification to be 
reduced to a check-list of correct steps needed to be completed before one’s salvation is 
ensured. Because of this, many churches measure success on the sheer number of 
baptisms or confessions in a month.  
Some scholars have become so frustrated with the overemphasis on justification 
that they seem to suggest a complete move away from the doctrine overall, and they are 
in favor of the doctrine of sanctification or a restorative theology. Sanctification is the 
process in which God makes a person holy. It is the transformation of a person’s heart 
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away from things of this world to things of the spirit, as Paul would say. Gordan Fee 
writes:  
In Pauline perspective, to ‘get saved’ means joining the people of God by the 
Spirit, and to ‘be saved’ means ‘to live the life of the saved person.’ Conversion 
by the Spirit involves a commitment to a life of walking in the Spirit, sowing to 
the Spirit. It means being a Spirit person, first and foremost, since the Holy Spirit 
is the absolutely essential constituent of the whole of the Christian life.113 
While I sympathize with the scholars who argue for perspective of sanctification over 
justification, I am not willing to completely throw out the latter for the former. I do 
believe there is an overemphasis placed on justification, especially in evangelical 
churches, but that does not merit a complete abandonment of the doctrine. Instead, there 
is a balance that is needed. We need to start thinking of conversion as process 
(sanctification) with a distinct starting point (justification). After all, the word 
“conversion” means the process of changing something from one form to another.  
Following the Passover narrative, we all have become slaves to sin, and we are in 
desperate need of deliverance. Jesus becomes the lamb that is slain, whose blood is 
placed upon our heads, allowing God’s wrath to pass over us. In a final act of salvation, 
our savior leads us to the waters of the Red Sea. Through some miraculous act, we pass 
through it, and the slavery that pursued us for years drowns in its watery depths. We are 
free. But while we are out of Egypt, Egypt is not quite out of us—we have not made it to 
the promised land yet. Years of abuse has led us to become accustomed to a certain way 
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of being in the world. We have been trained to see the world in a very specific way; we 
have come to see ourselves in a very specific way. Standing between Egypt and the 
promised land are rivers, snakes, deserts, lack of food and water, and golden calves; all of 
which we must rage against as we leave behind Egypt and become people of the promise. 
This journey, though challenging and harrowing, is not taken alone. For we have a new 
Moses, who speaks to God “face to face” and carries the power of God in his own 
wooden staff; we have our own pillars of smoke and fire in the Holy Spirit, who helps us 
traverse the maze of the desert; we have a new law, which teaches us a new way of being 
in the world.  
C. S. Lewis has an interesting way of describing the end goal of conversion. In 
Mere Christianity he explains that the best term to describe the process of conversion is 
the word “evolution.”114 Evolution is the gradual development of one organism to 
something completely different, better, and more complex. It is different from adaptation, 
which is the change by which an organism develops tools to help it survive in a difficult 
environment. Many Christians today have developed an “adaptive” form of conversion in 
which they view the world as a toxic environment. In order to survive, they adapt 
spiritual tools in hopes of avoiding spiritual extinction. But the biblical view of 
conversion is not one of adaptation but of evolution. God does not want us to simply 
survive in world; he wants us to transform the world.  
This is precisely what Paul means when he uses the language of “New Creation.”  
For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and 
therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live 
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for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. So from now 
on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded 
Christ in this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new 
creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here! (2 Cor 5: 14-17) 
For Paul, there was an immediate starting point of conversion found in the death of 
Jesus—we are saved. However, the emphasis of this salvation is a new creation where the 
old things no longer take precedence in our lives.  
 In the role of adolescent spiritual formation, it is paramount that we see the 
process of conversion as both justification and sanctification. Many students question 
their salvation. The pressure of a demanding culture screams that they are not good 
enough. The message is that their failures are more powerful than God’s grace. For 
students, being able to point to a distinct moment in time as the defining moment of 
salvation anchors their faith in a tangible experience. Students living in a culture where 
they are particularly prone to anxiety need some sort of anchor for their faith. Their 
culture of high uncertainty avoidance demands some sort of assurance to set their hearts 
at peace—the doctrine of justification offers this to them.  
 At the same time, however, we must teach our students to think of conversion as a 
process of sanctification. In this sense, conversion is not just a singular moment in time 
but multiple moments in time. It is the constant conversion of our hearts away from 
things of this world toward things of the spirit. Baptisms and confessions are not just 
about the forgiveness of sins but an invitation into a community who embodies a 
particular way of being in the world and a particular way of seeing the world. 
Consequently, the process of conversion is the begetting of and growth in a Christian 
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identity. This transformation or sanctification takes place in two distinct yet interrelated 
ways: how we experience God and how we talk about God, which eventually correlates 
to how we think about God.  
The Experience of Formation 
The modern church has become somewhat wary of talking about experiences of 
God and rightly so. Some of the worst things in the history of humanity have been done 
in the name of God. The world is filled with false prophets and crazy people who claim 
that God told them to do terrible things. The people that claim to speak on behalf of God 
have tried to prop up ideas such as crusades, slavery, and sexism on biblical backing or 
claims of God “speaking” to them. Therefore, the church in the West, in an attempt to 
distance itself from the crazies, has often been silent on legitimate experiences of God. 
Many conservative churches have overreacted to enthusiastic forms of Christianity 
coming out of events such as the Second Great Awakening because it seemed irrational 
or disorderly. In many evangelical churches, for instance, practices such as witnessing 
and testifying have all but ceased in any meaningful way. But if the church remains silent 
on defining legitimate experiences of God, then the only people our students hear talking 
about concrete experiences of God are the crazies. Do we really want the crazies to have 
the monopoly with our kids on the concrete things that God is doing in the world?  
 B. J. Neblett is sometimes credited with saying “We are the total sum of our 
experiences.” At first, such a statement might seem a little off putting because it produces 
a sense of helplessness and powerlessness over who we are. Some have rejected this 
statement whole heartedly by pointing to a freedom of choice (i.e., “I cannot control the 
bad experiences, but I can control my attitude toward those experiences”). What they 
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miss is that the choice itself is intimately linked to the experience. While there may be a 
difference between an experience and our response to the experience, it is important to 
remember that without the former, the latter would not be possible. Experiences produce 
other experiences. It then seems to me that Mr. Neblett’s assessment is correct. At a 
fundamental level, we are wholly, thoroughly, and intrinsically formed by our 
experiences, and there is no aspect of life that is not experiential. If this is true, then it 
seems that experience would be the most natural way for people to learn about God. 
Angela Reed writes: “Naming and describing our experiences can enhance our 
interactions with God and others, and enrich our understanding of God’s work in the soul. 
It can also increase our sense of collaboration with God in our own growth and in the 
choices we make every day.”115 
Historically, experiential knowledge of God has a rich history among Eastern 
forms of Christianity. But what is often overlooked in histories of spirituality is the rich 
history of experiential knowledge found in the West. Since the Enlightenment, history 
projects often depict Western culture as concerned only with a cold, scientific 
rationalism. While rationalism may be the primary way of thinking (or, at least, the most 
promoted), it is not the only approach; and while it may be true that rationalism is king of 
the sciences, experience reigns in the day-to-day trenches of life for the average person. 
Recently, disciplines such as anthropology, education, philosophy, epistemology, and 
practical theology have argued for more empirical ways of knowing. In fact, Western 
epistemologists (who study how we gain knowledge) argue that the most basic level of 
knowledge is formed in our everyday, menial, thoughtless experiences. Christian 
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epistemologists offer similar arguments about the ways in which we develop our concept 
of God. In other words, the process of learning how God works in our world develops 
through our “naïve experiences” (to use the language of philosopher Charles Taylor), and 
it is only after our “naïve experience” that we begin to form our beliefs about God.116 Our 
experiences are “naive” in that we do not actively think about or reflect on them. In other 
words, we instinctively draw meaning out of experience somewhat instantaneously. Or to 
put it in terms of epistemology, “perceptual experiences” form our “perceptual beliefs” 
about God’s nature and ministry. 117 These experiences are not provoked but happen 
somewhat unconsciously in the background of our minds. We inherently draw meaning 
from experiences, and we project that meaning onto God.  
There are numerous examples of experiences of God within the rich heritage of 
the church, which religious philosopher William Alston notes in Perceiving God.118 
Alston examines experiences for the purpose of epistemology as an argument for the 
existence of God. He claims that certain perceptions of God are epistemically analogous 
to sense perceptions. That is, we gain knowledge of God the same way we gain 
knowledge of the world—by interpreting the world through our senses in our everyday 
experiences. William Abraham makes a similar point in his article “The Existence of 
God.” Abraham argues that the primary way humans come to knowledge of God is by 
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recovering the idea of divine revelation,119 interpreted through our spiritual senses.120 The 
argument is that in order for humans to gain knowledge of something, we must be able to 
study it. We can study it only through our senses. If we cannot see, touch, or taste an 
object, we cannot know it on a basic level. 
Practical theologians such as John Swinton and Harriet Mowatt utilized the work 
of German, neo-Kantian philosopher Wilhelm Windelband to argue that the knowledge 
of God gained through experience can be classified as ideographic knowledge, whereas 
knowledge gained through the sciences (i.e., systematic theology) is nomothetic 
knowledge.121 Therefore, in order to gain ideographic knowledge of God, God must 
reveal himself to us in ways that we can understand Him within our senses. A nomothetic 
knowledge of God would be understanding God as a theory or list of facts—what I have 
called “intellectualizing God.”  
Nomothetic knowledge of God is flat and can be debated like any other theory. 
For instance, the theory “God is creator” can be debated with theory of evolution. But 
ideographic knowledge of God moves the idea of God from a theory to a concrete reality. 
God becomes contextualized in our experiences. Recently, I sat down in a local coffee 
shop with a student I mentor. As we sat sipping our coffee, he shared his story about why 
he was going into ministry. Part of his story involved a long period of time in which he 
became very cynical of the church and God. In the middle of this story, he told me about 
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a time in his childhood when he struggled with panic and asthma attacks. One day, the 
elders from his church came over to his house and prayed for him, asking God to heal his 
asthma. “From that moment on,” he said, “I never had another panic attack, and my 
asthma ceased completely.” Then he said something really interesting in regard to the 
cynicism he had developed about God and the church. He said, “I have had plenty of 
opportunities to leave God and the church, but I kept coming back to the asthma. I even 
tried to rationalize it: maybe it was just a placebo effect. But it didn’t feel like a placebo.” 
In one experience, God moved from being a theory to being real in an experience. His 
faith was anchored in a concrete moment in time that he could point to as a legitimate 
experience of God. Experiential knowledge helps us identify God concretely, which 
anchors our faith. When doubt creeps into our minds, and we are tempted to leave the 
faith, we, like my young friend, will first have to ask, “what about the asthma?” 
 As an example of how these “naïve experiences” are formative, Charles Taylor 
quotes a section from the autobiography of the famous British Benedictine monk Bede 
Griffiths: 
One day during my last term at school, I walked out alone in the evening and 
heard the birds singing in that full chorus of song, which can only be heard at that 
time of the year at dawn or at sunset. I remember now the shock of surprise with 
which the sound broke on my ears. It seemed to me that I had never heard the 
birds singing before and I wondered whether they sang like this all year round and 
I had never noticed it. As I walked, I came upon some hawthorn trees in full 
bloom and again I thought that I had been brought suddenly among the trees of 
the Garden of Paradise and heard a choir of angels singing I could not have been 
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more surprised. I came then to where the sun was setting over the playing fields. 
A lark rose suddenly from the ground beside the tree where I was standing and 
poured out its song above my head, and then sank still singing to rest. Everything 
then grew still as the sunset faded and the veil of dusk began to cover the earth. I 
remember now the feeling of awe, which came over me. I felt inclined to kneel on 
the ground, as though I had been standing in the presence of an angel; and I 
hardly dared to look on the face of the sky, because it seemed as though it was but 
a veil before the face of God.122 
In the moment, Griffiths shows little in the way of reflection and explains only what it 
feels like. It is only in his autobiography that he chooses to reflect on the moment. Even 
though he must have seen a hundred sunsets, he chooses this one on which to reflect—it 
was formative. This “naïve experience” was so formative, in fact, that without thought it 
provoked action as Griffiths kneeled on the ground and sheltered his gaze. Powerful 
experiences, even without reflection in the moment, create action. These types of 
experiences are often linked with a deep theology of place. British New Testament 
theologian, N. T. Wright, describes these moments using the Celtic concept of “thin 
places”—the idea that there are some places or moments where the veil between heaven 
and earth seems to be a bit thinner.123 The description is fitting since Griffiths describes 
the moment by saying “it seemed as though it was but a veil before the face of God.” 
Perhaps, this is what Paul is referring to when he writes in Romans 1: “For what may be 
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known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the 
creation of the world God’s invisible qualities, his eternal power and divine nature, have 
been clearly seen, being understood from his workmanship, so that men are without 
excuse.” 
Therefore, there is a growing sense in the West that experiential or empirical ways of 
knowing God actually have a place in epistemology. Eugene Peterson describes this 
growth: “There is a groundswell of recognition spreading throughout our culture that all 
of life is at root spiritual; that everything we see is formed and sustained by what we 
cannot see.”124 In practical theology, in particular, the type of knowledge that comes from 
our “naïve experiences” is what Aristotle called phronesis—a knowledge gained through 
practical, lived experiences (as opposed to techne knowledge, which is knowledge of a 
trade or skill, and episteme knowledge, which is knowledge gained from studying). 
Practical theologians such as Dorothy Bass have argued that at the core of practical 
theology as a way of life is the development of spiritual phronesis or “Christian practical 
wisdom.” 125  
Therefore, the development of spiritual phronesis through legitimate experiences 
of God are about spiritual formation. Henri Nouwen in Spiritual Direction offers these 
words of encouragement to new students of spiritual formation: “So, if you are interested 
in starting on the journey, I have a lot more to say to you, because the journey of the 
spiritual life calls not only for determination and discipline but also for an experiential 
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knowledge of the terrain to be crossed.”126 Or consider the opening lines in a modern 
rendition of The Rule of Saint Benedict translated by John McQuinston:  
Attend to these instructions, listen with the heart and the mind; they are provided 
in a spirit of goodwill. These words are addressed to anyone who is willing to 
renounce the delusion that the meaning of life can be learned; whoever is ready to 
take up the greater weapon of fidelity to a way of living that transcends 
understanding . . . . Experience is the raw material from which we create our 
attitude toward, our engagement with, our vision of our God.127  
Morality and Indoctrination 
If experiences of God are about spiritual formation or the development of spiritual 
phronesis, what specifically are we trying to form in students by pointing towards 
legitimate experiences of God? To answer this question, let me first start off by 
explaining what type of formation it is not intended to accomplish.  When youth ministry 
started gaining momentum as a distinct program of the church in the early 60s and 70s, it 
was partly in reaction to two fears held by church leadership: morality and (in 
Evangelical circles) denominational fears.  
Evangelical churches were the first denominations to embrace youth ministry as a 
distinct program in their churches. Mark Senter III explains this in his history of youth 
ministry book by saying that during the 1970s, the “core of the church’s concern was a 
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desire of parents to pass their values to the next generation.”128 I believe the desire for 
parents to pass down their faith to their kids was because many Evangelical churches 
were concerned with the growing number of denominations. The individualistic culture 
of America trained students that it was okay to leave the “in-group” for an “out-group” as 
long as it seemed more rational. A 1900 census recorded that there were around 1,600 
individual Christian denominations in the world. By the 1970s, that number had grown to 
18,800—that is an increase of 1075% in one lifetime.129 Christians were abandoning the 
denominations of their parents and grandparents for other denominations, or they were 
creating new ones.  
Today the adolescent landscape has changed concerning denominational issues. 
While it may have been common for adolescents to abandon their denominational 
heritage in the 1970s, adolescents today are more likely to abandon church and God 
altogether. Additionally, the rise of what has become known as the “new atheist” in the 
first decade of the twenty-first century has left many students questioning the rationality 
of the transcendent. The New Atheist writers, such as Richard Dawkins, Christopher 
Hitchens, Sam Harris, and Daniel Dennett, are popularized in media and TV shows. They 
have sparked a vicious argument over religion’s place in modern society. Some have 
even become heroes of youth culture. 
Those students who did not abandon the church or give into the rise of new 
atheism still struggled in their faith. In 2004 and a follow up in 2009, The National Study 
																																								 																				
128. Senter III, When God Shows Up, 36. 
129. Todd M. Johnson, David B. Barrett, and Peter F. Crossing, “Christianity 2011: Martyrs and 
the Resurgence of Religion,” International Bulletin of Missionary Research 35, no. 1 (Jan. 2011): 29. 
 	
168 
of Youth and Religion created the largest research endeavor on the spiritual lives of 
adolescents to date. After examining the spiritual lives of over two thousand students, the 
NSYR concluded that most Christian students embraced a deistic view of God.130 Deism 
is the belief that God was active in the world at one point (i.e., through creation and 
through Jesus), but now he is largely distant and uninvolved in the world—he is no 
longer involved in our daily lives. 
Deism is not new to Christianity. It is a product of the Enlightenment dating back 
to the early 1800s. However, for adolescents today, the belief is intensified partly because 
of the overreaction of apologetic arguments that force God to the opposite extreme of a 
scientific view. The argument of Intelligent Design is a good example of this. Many 
Christian adolescents in America are caught in the crossfires between two different 
theories. In public schools, they are taught the theory of evolution, which leads many to 
question the existence of God (or at very least the existence of the Christian God who 
created the world). On the other hand, in Christian circles, the argument of Intelligent 
Design leads them to believe in a God but that this God is distant. He may have created 
the world, but that was a long time ago. The problem with the Intelligent Design 
argument as an extreme is that it can point only to the fingerprints of God, not to God 
himself. This means that, at the very, most it can claim that God worked in the world at 
one point by creating the world, but it says nothing about how God is currently working 
in the world (not to mention, how God is currently working in my world). Therefore, 
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many churches involved in the conversation pass down a deistic faith to their students 
without realizing it by overemphasizing the God of Intelligent Design.  
Abandonment of the church, the rise of atheism, coupled with a deistic view of 
God, has moved many Christian adolescents to believe in a passive God. The point here 
for adolescents is that unbelief is a real and viable option (this point cannot be 
overemphasized). It is entirely new to our Western culture and to the larger history of the 
world. Unbelief is a more realistic option for adolescents today than it was for their 
parents or grandparents. Church leaders need to take seriously the questions of doubts 
brought up by their students. 
One of the core attributes of the Christian God that makes him distinct from any 
other religion is the confession that our God is a relational God, that he is real and active 
in our world and that he never wanted to be just intellectually known by the examination 
of his fingerprints. One of the greatest tragedies of the modern church is the reduction of 
God to that of certain beliefs—as if God only exists as an intellectual truth. In The Great 
Divorce, C. S. Lewis examined this point: “There have been men before . . . who got so 
interested in proving the existence of God that they came to care nothing for God himself  
. . . as if the good Lord had nothing to do but to exist.”131 But God is so much more than 
just an intellectual truth. He is a living, moving entity that is to be experienced. To use 
the imagery of Lewis: “You think that [way], because hitherto you have experienced truth 
only with the abstract intellect. I will bring you to where you can taste it like honey and 
be embraced by it as by a bridegroom. Your thirst shall be quenched.”132 The unique 
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confession of Christianity is that God did not abandon humanity but cares so much about 
us coming to know him that he was willing to be clothed in flesh to provide us with a 
real, tangible knowledge of his personhood. This is the problem in traditional event-
driven, educational, or attraction-centered approaches to youth ministry: where our kids 
wanted to meet the God who heals the sick and saves the lost, we offered them math 
equations, watered-down lessons, or fun activities. We were so afraid of our kids 
switching denominations or embracing science by becoming Pentecostal, evolutionist, 
Catholic, Baptist, or Darwinian, that we were willing to make them Atheist to prevent it. 
Therefore, we need to be intentional about teaching an active God rather than the passive 
God of Deism. 
Formation through experience is not about indoctrination. At the same time, it is 
also not about morality. When youth ministry was being established as a program of the 
church, adolescent psychology was a growing field of study, and as a result, information 
regarding the moral context of adolescence became more widely available to the 
public.133 Statistics such as teen pregnancy, drug usage, suicide rates, and the rebellious 
nature of adolescents provoked many churches to create a ministry that focused on 
countering the alarming trends. In response, churches embraced an educational approach 
to youth ministry that focused on morality.  
Many youth ministry programs focus heavily on creating what Kenda Creasy 
Dean has labeled as a “cult of niceness.”134 In other words, we have reduced adolescent 
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spirituality to be only about morality. To use the language of Dallas Willard, we have 
developed a “gospel of sin management.”135 We want so badly for our children to be 
“nice” or “good” that we forget that these concepts are relative. We may be good 
compared to Hitler, but we are selfish compared to Mother Teresa; and we are wretches 
compared to Jesus. We have reduced the conversation of character formation to be about 
the “don’ts” (i.e., don’t have sex, don’t do drugs, don’t listen to rock and roll).  
 When I first started youth ministry, a high school student pulled me aside and 
asked for more lessons on sex, partying, and drugs because he struggled with those 
issues. There is nothing wrong with talking openly with our students about sex, drugs, 
and partying, but we must take care not to reduce faith formation to these topics only. In 
fact, they should not even be the primary things we talk about. I realize that many youth 
ministers and parents will disagree with me on that statement. But the reason I do not 
think they should be the primary object of our conversations, is that actions such as sex, 
drugs, and partying among teens are not problems—they are symptoms of a deeper 
spiritual issue. Yes, we should educate our students on sex, but Christianity is not about 
what people do, or in this case, what people do not do. Christianity is about faith in God 
and becoming like Christ. Our students are struggling with sex not only because it is a 
“fleshly temptation” but also because they have yet to solidify their relationship with 
God. Teaching students to remain virgins because we are afraid of teen pregnancy and 
teaching students to remain virgins because virginity is a spiritual discipline that draws 
people closer to God, are two entirely different rationales. And depending on which 
rationale used; it will come out in our teachings and will ultimately determine how our 
																																								 																				
135. Willard, The Divine Conspiracy, 41. 
 	
172 
students are formed. The first alters the action; the second alter the character. It is always 
a humbling thought for Christians to remember that the world is full of moral atheists.  
 Throughout history there have been different ways Christians have talked about 
morality. Deontology is the study of the Christian duty, teleology is the study of the end 
goal, and virtue ethics is about changing one’s heart. In youth ministry, we often 
approach morality deontologically. In other words, morality is about who we are called to 
be as Christians. While the question of the Christian duty is an important one (especially 
when talking about social justice), it has been overused in the morality conversations of 
youth ministry, and at times it has been used as a form of manipulation. Deontological 
approaches to morality in youth ministry are often framed as commands without the 
spiritual rationales explained—such as a positive law approach to reading Scripture. 
Telling people to do something or not to do something because it is their duty, may have 
struck a chord with older generations, but young people living in a low-power distance 
culture need something more tangible than simply “Do this because God said so.” They 
need something that speaks to the adolescent crisis of reality—something that challenges 
the core longing of their hearts.   
In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle talks about how all of human action has some 
teleological aim. For instance, the goal of medicine is health; the goal of an artist is to 
produce art. If we are in our right minds, then our goal aims at something good (or at 
least what we think is good). From the onset, people do not wake up one day and decide 
unexpectedly that today they are going to aim at being miserable. Some have been 
conditioned to that state of mind by negative influences in their lives, but healthy people 
work to accomplish what they think is good. There is a difference, however, between 
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what we think is good and what actually is good. Some might think that being rich is 
good for them, but once they achieve riches, they might discover that they are miserable. 
Therefore, according to Aristotle, the aim of human life is to discover and achieve the 
“supreme good” and not to just achieve it on one particular day or for one hour, but to 
possess the “supreme good” every day and every hour of our lives. So the logical 
question is, “What is the ‘supreme good’ at which our entire lives should aim?” 
Aristotle’s question sounds a lot like the adolescent question of identity. For Aristotle, the 
answer to this question is morality.136  
Morality in Christianity is more than just a “what would Jesus do?” mantra. True 
morality (spiritual morality) is not actually about goodness because by the confession of 
Scripture God is the only thing or being that is truly good (Mark 10:18). In fact, some 
such as C.S. Lewis, especially in his book Mere Christianity, have flipped the entire 
conversation upside down and made morality an apologetic by arguing that since we 
inherently aim at some good instead of evil, there must be some supreme good out there 
calling us to it.137 Therefore, many Christian writers realize that the morality conversation 
is not about “don’t do this” or “only do that,” it is actually a conversation about who we 
are in relation to God: 
While Christianity seems at first to be all about morality, all about duties and 
rules, and guilt and virtue, yet it leads you on, out of all that, into something 
beyond. One has a glimpse of a country where they do not talk of those things, 
except perhaps as a joke. Every one there is filled full with what we should call 
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goodness as a mirror is filled with light but they do not call it goodness. They do 
not call it anything. They are not thinking of it. They are too busy looking at the 
source from which it comes.138 
In Matt 5:48, Jesus offers a strange commandment to his listeners in which he 
tells them, “Be perfect as your Heavenly Father is perfect.” Jesus did not say to be perfect 
for perfection’s sake or because you are called to be perfect or because perfection is the 
highest aim in life. Instead, the call to be perfect is somehow intimately connected with 
the nature of God. The conversation of morality then goes back to our conversation about 
out-of-nothing theology. Though we were created for this world, we are invited to a 
reality greater than this world. The ancient doctrine of theosis or deification developed by 
many church fathers claimed that Jesus became human in order to make us like God.139 
We are invited, as Peter writes, to “become partakers of the divine nature, now that [we] 
have escaped the corruption in the world caused by evil desires” (1 Pet 2:4). Escaping the 
corruption in the world caused by evil desires has a teleology (an end or goal): so that we 
“may participate in the divine nature.” Morality is not an invitation to be good, but an 
invitation to be godly. That is what we have failed to communicate to our students. 
Morality is an invitation to see the divine—to draw near to our creator; the only 
one who can truly address the adolescent crisis of reality. This is why Jesus says, 
“Blessed are the pure in heart for they will see God” (Matt 5:8). Maximus the Confessor 
wrote a book called 400 Chapters on Love in which he talked about 400 points on how to 
																																								 																				
138. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 149-50. 
139. Russell, Fellow Workers with God, 38-39. 
 	
175 
develop genuine love for God. The very first point is “Love is a good disposition of the 
soul by which one prefers no being to the knowledge of God. It is impossible to reach the 
habit of this love if one has any attachment to earthly things.”140 Love of God, as a 
habitual response from one’s character, cannot be achieved if we are attached to earthly 
things.  
This is where the conversation of morality and experiences of God intersect. It is 
impossible to see God if we are distracted by earthly vices. The first step is to remove 
unhealthy habits from our life that prevent us from seeing God. Godly morality is an 
invitation to a particular way of seeing the world. As Pope Francis recently said, “Faith 
doesn’t merely gaze at Jesus, but sees things as Jesus sees them, through his own eyes. 
It’s a participation in his way of seeing.”141 Once we rid ourselves of earthly distractions, 
we are able to see God working in the world. This is precisely the type of formation 
found in experiential knowledge of God. We are not teaching them to simply do the 
“right thing;” we are teaching them how to interpret the world through a biblical and 
theological lens.  
Apophatic and Cataphatic Experiences of God 
There are two types of experiences that form this type of sight in students. The 
spiritual formation terms are cataphatic experiences and apophatic experiences. 
Cataphatic experiences are clear, obvious examples of God. It should be somewhat 
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obvious that not every experience attributed to God is actually from God. Therefore, it is 
important for us to help our students interpret their experiences by affirming or negating 
them because the process of discernment happens through the shared wisdom found in 
the intimacy of a spiritual community.  
Apophatic experiences are about negation; moments where it seems that God is 
not present. At first, it might seem strange to suggest that we have our students think 
about the times when God did not show up, but the reality is that many of them are 
already thinking about it. We are just providing them a space to talk about it. From my 
experience, things such as divorce, tragedy (especially the death of a loved one), abuse, 
depression, and bullying are all moments when students experience the absence of God.  
Psalm 34:18 says, “The Lord is near to the brokenhearted,” but to anyone who has 
truly been brokenhearted would say it is the last place God shows up. All sorts of 
questions and doubts arise to the teenage girl sitting at her brother’s funeral or to the 
student being bullied or to children having to decide whether they want to live with their 
mom or their dad. The only thing that does not seem to show up is God. Some might 
suggest that God is present in those moments, but he is hidden, which is the traditional 
definition of apophatic. But we are talking about experience and the meaning that is 
inherently drawn from them. It may be true that God is present in those moments but 
hidden; however, from the prospective of the teenage girl, a hidden God is experientially 
the same as an absent God. I love my wife, but if my wife is unaware of my love for her 
it is experientially the same as me not loving her. We are not just talking about moments 
of spiritual dryness that many students feel a few weeks after camp. We are talking about 
moments of real brokenness. Thus from their experience, it is right for them to ask, 
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“Where was God?” or “Why didn’t he save my brother?” or “Why did he allow my 
parents to get a divorce?” or “Why didn’t he save me from that person?” 
Allowing students the freedom to identify apophatic experiences provides them a 
space to wrestle with serious moments of doubt that are inevitable to life in a safe space. 
It also provides us with the opportunity to pastor and reorient their thinking. To 
paraphrase Thomas Aquinas: What God is not is often clearer to us than what God is.142 
These apophatic experiences are not the absence of God in the sense that God failed to 
show up or that God abandoned us in some deistic sense. Rather, the absence of God is a 
confession that we came face-to-face with the brokenness of the world—to realize that 
something is not quite right. The end of the book The Four Loves by C. S. Lewis 
expresses this point: 
Perhaps, for many of us, all experience merely defines, so to speak, the shape of 
that gap where our love of God ought to be. It is not enough. But it is something. 
If we cannot “practice the presence of God,” it is something to practice the 
absence of God, to become increasingly aware of our unawareness till we feel like 
men who should stand beside a great cataract and hear no noise, or like a man in a 
story who looks in a mirror and finds no face there, or a man in a dream who 
stretches out his hand to visible objects and gets no sensation of touch. To know 
that one is dreaming is to be no longer perfectly asleep.143  
Apophatic experiences help us realize that there are some places in this world where the 
Lord’s prayer, “your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” has 
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not yet been fulfilled. It is to acknowledge the truth that there are still evil powers at work 
in this world. It is to confess that the world and all in it are in desperate need of 
salvation—salvation from depression, from broken marriages, from abusers, from death. 
If God is eternal and the giver of life, then our coming into contact with death is literally 
our coming into contact with the antithesis of God. If God is the source of all goodness, 
then our experience of evil is literally our coming into contact with the opposite of God; 
that is why it seems that God is absent. It is not because he has abandoned us. It is 
because we have literally experienced something that is not of God. Ruth Haley Barton 
explains that spiritual formation is going from seeing God nowhere to seeing God where 
we expect Him, and to seeing God where we least expect Him.144  
Developing Spiritual Habits 
How do we go about helping adolescents develop this type of sight? The first way 
is to help our students replace unhealthy distraction so they can see clearly the legitimate 
experiences of God. This is not moralism; it is spiritual formation. Books on spiritual 
disciplines will guide this process. It is important to note that we are not trying to create 
legitimate experiences of God (as if it were possible to manipulate God in some way). 
We are simply examining what God is already doing in the world, the church, and the 
daily lives of our students in order to highlight God’s working so that it is clear to the 
students. All of spiritual formation is about replacing bad habits with spiritual habits that 
open up space for God.  
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 I told a story in Chapter I about my call to youth ministry. In that story, I said that 
my calling to youth ministry came with a deep desire to help students find their path to 
God. Growing up, I used to believe in the analogy that the spiritual life was a journey 
towards God (a common analogy in spiritual formation). For me, however, this was less 
like walking a prayer-labyrinth with no turns or false ends, but it was more like a grand 
game of spiritual hide and seek with God. Though I never would have articulated it this 
way, I subconsciously believed in a deistic God. God was distant, but if I could find the 
right path or learn the right prayers, then I could meet God. In this sense, discipleship 
became more like a weird form of witchcraft. If I could learn the right incantations or 
read the correct texts, then I could unlock access to the transcendent.  
 Today, I have moved away from the analogy of journey in spiritual formation 
because a journey might create a sense that God has to be found. The doctrine of the 
omnipresence of God confesses that God is everywhere. And if God is everywhere, then 
he does not need to be found. Instead, fine-tuning our spiritual senses is about creating 
space in our lives so that we can clearly see the God who is always present. This is 
exactly what the spiritual disciplines are intended to accomplish. The practices of 
meditation, prayer, fasting, and silence are all about creating space so that we can 
practice the presence of God. We should take great care in youth ministry to train our 
students in spiritual disciplines that help them create space for God in their lives. That 
means our role as Youth Minister becomes less like an activity director, friend, or 
glorified babysitter and, instead, becomes more like that of a spiritual director.  
A healthy event system guided by spiritually mature adults offers students the 
ability to see God working in the world. If done right, short-term mission trips and 
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retreats provide an avenue for students to break free from the repetition of their daily 
lives to see the world through God’s eyes and practice caring for others as God cares for 
others. This, however, would require us to carve out times during events and mission 
trips to allow the freedom to show up. In other words, there needs to be a time of 
intentional reflection and spontaneity to seek out God’s working even if it does not fit 
into the schedule.  
Likewise, moments of pastoral counseling move from therapy and more towards 
ministry. In Christopraxis, Andrew Root writes:  
We experience the reality of God most often not through reading of systematic 
theology, as if it were an epistemological blood transfusion, but through the 
practical experiences of worship and prayer, through the practical actions of 
another ministering to us. Through these practical experiences we encounter 
reality in ministry.145 
Pastoral counseling is a way of inviting God into a moment of brokenness. The German 
medieval mystic Mechtild of Magdeburg explained God’s working in moments of 
brokenness by quoting what God said to her, “The highest mountains on earth cannot 
receive the revelations of my favors because the course of my Holy Spirit flows by nature 
downhill.”146 The imagery is the spirit of God pouring down like water from the 
mountaintop, washing over disciples as it goes. The place where the Spirit is the most 
potent is where it begins to fill up and pool in the bottom pits. Experiencing God in 
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moments of brokenness is a way that pastoral youth ministry and relational youth 
ministry can come in:  
The action of the fifteen-year-old to stop starving herself can occur only if she is 
converted into a new belief system . . . . And ministry, one to another, I argue, 
possesses this power of conversion, for ministry comes to us in and through our 
hypostatic being, binding us in the witness to higher reality, a reality in which we 
are loved, and therefore changing our beliefs in and through a normative 
experience of this reality. The fifteen-year-old may find strength in therapy, but to 
lead her to health the therapist will in no small way become her minister.147 
 Our students inherently draw conclusions about God from their cataphatic or 
apophatic experiences. Sometimes, however, our conclusions or interpretations are 
incorrect or misguided. Youth ministry practice gives us the ability to guide these 
conclusions while acting as spiritual guides. Adolescent spiritual formation is about 
helping students learn how to discern God’s working on their own and not in an 
individualistic sense but as mature Christians who have a phronesis understanding of how 
God works in the world. In order to accomplish this, it requires more than just 
experiential knowledge. It requires an identity formed through the articulation of 
theology. 
The Articulation of Theology 
All spiritual formation begins and ends with God. This statement is simple 
enough in theory, but in practice it cuts at the core of many youth ministry programs. 
Many programs easily fold in on themselves and become about doing. Questions such as, 
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“What are we doing to reach our girls?” or “What are we doing for high school retreat?” 
take up the bulk of youth ministry conversation. When it comes to youth ministry books, 
we often seek out ideas that inspire creative ways to do ministry. However, while 
spiritual formation incorporates what we do, it is actually about who we are—it’s about 
being, not doing. It is about developing a Christian identity rooted in the divine.  
Identity in the adolescent crisis of reality is relative and confusing. In Christianity, 
however, identity is firmly established in modeling our life after Christ. Anything else is 
not Christian. (Literally, the word “Christian” means “Christ-like.”) Unlike identity in the 
adolescent crisis of reality, which says, “Be whoever you want to be,” Christian identity 
says, “Be like Christ!” It is not an identity that is chosen; it is one that is given, and it is 
accomplished only through the work of the Holy Spirit.  
Spirituality involves both abstract and experiential knowledge of God, which in 
turn orients our life. Like two sides of the same coin, they work together to challenge the 
notions we have about the nature of God and what it is to be a disciple. Without these 
working in tandem spirituality can become unbalanced. On one hand, if we remain only 
in the abstract world of theological ideas, spirituality runs the risk of becoming flat and 
irrelevant in daily life. God becomes a list of qualities (i.e., all-knowing, all-present) and 
discipleship becomes about adherence to certain principles (i.e., creeds, doctrine), while 
little room is carved out for any real expression of faith in the everyday experiences of 
extreme loss, heartache, and the brokenness of humanity. As I mentioned in Chapter I, 
this is the temptation of the educational approach to youth ministry. On the other hand, 
experiential knowledge alone is easily misleading, which is the danger of the event-
driven models of youth ministry. Abstract knowledge offers us a type of map to God (an 
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analogy borrowed from C. S. Lewis) that teaches us how to read and interpret the 
landscape around us.148 It is one thing to understand nautical charts and to identify the 
tides and currents, the port plans, and the safety depth contours; it is quite another thing 
to stand in the ocean and experience the power, the taste of the salt, the feeling of the cool 
waters, and the understanding of a coming storm. We require both types of knowledge if 
we wish to sail the Atlantic. In the same way, adolescent spiritual formation is developing 
the theoretical and experiential knowledge of both God and discipleship. 
The same NSYR research that discovered the deistic faith of today’s Christian 
adolescents and the “cult of niceness” also discovered that many young Christians do not 
have the ability to articulate their faith.149 In other words, they do not know how to 
properly talk about or interpret their experiences. This is a greater problem than I think 
many of us realize. C. S. Lewis described this problem by writing: 
In other words, Theology is practical: especially now. In the old days, when there 
was less education and discussion, perhaps it was possible to get on with a very 
few simple ideas about God. But it is not so now. Everyone reads, everyone hears 
things discussed. Consequently, if you do no listen to Theology, that does not 
mean that you have no ideas about God. It will mean that you have a lot of wrong 
ones—bad, muddled, out-of-date ideas. For a great many of the ideas about God 
which are trotted out as novelties today are simply ones which real Theologians 
tried centuries ago and rejected.150  
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How we talk about things matters. The way we talk about God and the Christian life 
translates into how we think about God and the Christian life. How we think translates 
into what we believe, and what we believe becomes embodied in our actions and lives. 
This is different from indoctrination, which teaches student how to defend their 
denomination’s doctrine by demonizing other denominations. It is understanding 
conceptually how God works so we may properly see him in the world and neglect the 
many idols who claim to be him. Theology helps us develop an identity from which 
seeing God in the world comes naturally.  
A Theology of Identity 
In John 13 we find one of the most intimate moments of Jesus’s ministry in which 
He washes the disciples’ feet. The Last Supper is a key narrative in all the gospels. They 
are richly packed with deep eucharistic theology, a humbling example of discipleship, 
and a somber narrative buildup of Jesus naming Judas a traitor. What often goes 
unnoticed in John’s account is the small statement in which he explains from where Jesus 
drew his strength. In verse 3, John writes, “Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all 
things into his hands, and that he had come from God and was going back to God, rose 
from supper.” Jesus knew from whence he came and to whence he was going and it was 
out of that frame of mind that he rose. He rose to wash the disciples’ feet; he rose to 
confront Judas; he rose to humble Peter, and ultimately, he rose to face the loneliness of 
the garden and terror of the cross. The identity of Jesus was formed thoroughly with faith 
in the power of God and the knowledge from where he came and where he was going. 
The formation of a spiritual identity begins and ends with God.  
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From where do we come and to where are we going? Bill Bryson, in A Short 
History of Nearly Everything, describes the beginning of the universe: If you wish to 
build a Big Bang universe 
you will need to gather up everything there is—every last mote and particle of 
matter between here and the edge of creation—and squeeze it into a spot so 
infinitesimally compact that it has no dimensions at all. It is known as a 
singularity . . . . Naturally, you will wish to retire to a safe place to observe the 
spectacle. Unfortunately, there is nowhere to retire to because outside the 
singularity there is nowhere. When the universe begins to expand, it won’t be 
spreading out to fill a larger emptiness. The only space that exists is the space it 
creates as it goes. It is natural but wrong to visualize the singularity as a kind of 
pregnant dot hanging in a dark, boundless void. There is no space for it to occupy, 
no place for it to be. We can’t even ask how long it has been there—whether it 
has just lately popped into being, like a good idea, or whether it has been there 
forever, quietly awaiting the right moment. Time doesn’t exist. There is no past 
for it to emerge from. And so, from nothing, our universe begins.151 
For a long time, ancient Jewish and Christian theology held a similar perspective 
with less scientific language, of course. When God created the universe, he created it ex 
nihilo (out of nothing), meaning that before the actions of humankind, God was. Out-of-
nothing theology is important in our conversation for two reasons: first, it means that our 
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identity does not come from the physical world but from God’s; second, God 
intentionally creating the world means that he has a purpose for the world—a mission.152  
For the adolescent crisis of reality, realizing that God has an intentional purpose 
for humanity drives deeper than just a “Jeramiah 29:11 approach” to identity. Instead, the 
adolescent crisis of identity is like Augustine’s famous cry in Confessions: “You [God] 
arouse us so that praising you may bring us joy, because you have made us and drawn us 
to yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.”153 Out-of-nothing theology 
confesses that we do not belong solely to the physical world but that we belong to God, in 
whom “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). It is a subtle realization that 
there is something divine-like crying out at the core of our identity; a hole, so to speak, 
that drives us into an intimate relationship with the only person who can fill it.  
Out-of-nothing theology makes God active instead of passive. It hints at the 
mission of God in this world. God intentionally creates humans with a protological 
purpose—a purpose that is intentional to creation. We are not accidents. We are not just 
passive afterthoughts, but we belong to this world because we reflect God’s identity in 
this world. We are here for a purpose and that purpose is divine-like. To use the language 
of theosis found in one of Israel’s ancient poets, “I said, ‘you are gods; you are all sons 
and daughters of the Most High” (Ps 82:6). This reality is not just true for adults. 
Adolescents are placed here for an intentional purpose, and that purpose does not beckon 
them to wait until they are adults before they start living into that reality. For an 
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adolescent living in a world of 13 Reasons Why or Pretty Little Liars, out-of-nothing 
theology can be a comforting and countercultural thought.  
God’s creating the world out of nothing also has spiritual implications. Just as our 
physical life was created out of nothing, the spiritual life of our students will be created 
out of nothing. In other words, the spiritual life of our students begins with God. This is a 
humbling realization for both parents and youth ministers, but it is an essential one. As 
we noticed in Chapter I, certain relational and family ministry approaches to youth 
ministry deny out-of-nothing theology. Many youth ministers go into youth ministry 
because they want to help students in need. This desire to help can easily turn into a full-
fledged savior complex. Parents, on the other hand, often expect their children to follow 
the same spiritual path that they traveled when they were adolescents—in both their 
beliefs and how those beliefs were formed. Even though helping students in need and 
wanting to pass down our faith are honorable intentions, we must be careful not to hold 
our children hostage to our own spiritual narcissism. Chap Clark and Kara Powell made 
this same point in Sticky Faith series by writing:  
When it comes to faith, we want so desperately for our kids to be strong and 
secure in their walk with God. We want to know that when they head off to the 
next stage of life, they will remain faithful and committed. But we have a 
dilemma: our faith can never be their faith, and yet as they are growing up, we try 
to force them to replicate our experience and our journey. We know we can’t. But 
it is so hard not to, because our journey is all we know.154 
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Perhaps Erikson was correct in his assessment: to force (Christian) identity too hard on 
our children leads only to identity confusion. However, to provide a space of guided 
experimentation with the Christian faith allows them the freedom to solidify their faith on 
their own terms and in a way that is culturally relatable. That would mean our Bible 
classes need to be less like a lecture hall and more like a laboratory. 
The confession that spiritual formation comes from God is also a confession that 
it does not come from us or our ministry. While we want to guide our students in the 
ways of spiritual formation, we are not the Holy Spirit. Though we want to save students 
who are struggling, we are not their savior. As one of my friends would often say to me, 
“Your students already have a savior, and he looks very different from you.” The goal of 
adolescent spiritual formation is not for our students to become like us or for them to 
adopt our faith; it is for them to become like Christ and adopt his faith.  
We embody out-of-nothing theology practically when we approach youth 
ministry with an openness to what God is doing in the world and then help our students 
identify and participate in God’s working. This makes our ministry less about us (or our 
programs) and more about God. Brian Crosby, in one of his responses to Chap Clark’s 
adoptive model of youth ministry, summed up his thoughts on the disconnect of many 
youth ministry approaches: “What I keep coming back to, Chap, is a more active role of 
God in youth’s lives.”155 Spiritual formation comes from God—not our programs, not our 
events, and not our teachings. To give even the slightest hint of anything else is 
blasphemy. This is the problem at the core of an event-driven ministry: where our 
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students cry out for God, we offer them a ski trip. It is not to say that ski trips are 
inherently bad or unspiritual, but our purpose is to guide students to see God working in 
our world. Some might say that it is simple semantics, but as one of my college 
professors use to say when criticizing my grammar, “words mean things.” What you say 
matters, and it matters for your formation and the formation of your students. Instead of 
talking about our specific plans for youth ministry events, embodying out-of-nothing 
theology in our ministry will train young people to see what God is already doing in their 
everyday lives and empower them to participate with God—to join His mission in their 
own unique ways. Our calling as youth ministers or faithful parents is not about saving or 
helping students, but it is about being a prophetic voice that guides students in the process 
of seeing God. Not only does this counter the Deism that seems to flood the traditional 
adolescent faith; it also makes discipleship more personal, organic, and life changing for 
our students.  
 All that exists comes out of nothing, but unlike many theories today, it does not 
return to nothing. We have a destination. In my favorite book, The Great Divorce, C. S. 
Lewis creates an interesting story about what it would be like to take a bus ride from hell 
to heaven. He describes why people from hell would want to get back on the bus to return 
to the “Grey Town” rather than moving farther up “the mountain.” Lewis is creatively 
standing between two extreme Christian views of the afterlife: one that calls into question 
the theodicy or goodness of God (i.e., “How could a loving God send people to hell for 
all eternity?”), and universalism: the view that eventually God will rescue everyone from 
hell. While the subject matter alone is compelling enough to keep you from putting down 
the book, what is even more interesting, in my humble opinion, is the subtleties of Lewis’ 
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description of heaven, hell, and time. In one passage in particular, Lewis describes a 
scene in which the “ghosts” from hell first arrive in heaven:  
I gasped when I saw them. Now that they were in the light, they were 
transparent—fully transparent when they stood between me and it, smudgy and 
imperfectly opaque when they stood in the shadow of some tree. They were in 
fact ghosts: man-shaped stains on the brightness of that air. One could attend to 
them or ignore them at will as you do with the dirt on a window pane. I noticed 
the grass did not bend under their feet: even the dew drops were not disturbed. 
Then some re-adjustment of the mind or some focusing of my eyes took place, 
and I saw the whole phenomenon the other way around. The men were as they 
had always been; as all the men I had known had been perhaps. It was the light, 
the grass, the trees that were different; made of some different substance so much 
solider than things in our country that men were ghosts by comparison.156  
Lewis is artistically imagining Paul’s description of the resurrection of the dead after the 
second coming of Christ in 1 Cor 15: 35-44:  
But someone will ask, “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they 
come?” You foolish person! What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. 
And what you sow is not the body that is to be, but a bare kernel, perhaps of 
wheat or of some other grain. But God gives it a body as he has chosen, and to 
each kind of seed its own body. For not all flesh is the same, but there is one kind 
for humans, another for animals, another for birds, and another for fish. There are 
heavenly bodies and earthly bodies, but the glory of the heavenly is of one kind, 
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and the glory of the earthly is of another. There is one glory of the sun, and 
another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars; for star differs from star 
in glory. So is it with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable; 
what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonor; it is raised in glory. It is 
sown in weakness; it is raised in power. It is sown a natural body; it is raised a 
spiritual body. If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body. 
The description Paul offers about the body of those resurrected in Christ is one of 
transformation. Like Lewis’s description, Paul suggests that the afterlife is not some sort 
of escapism from the natural world but rather further clothing; a perishable to 
impressible; a weakness to power; a physical to spiritual; a fuller life all around. 
 I am fairly certain that the modern Western church in general fails to really 
understand the emphasis Paul is making in this text. When we think of the afterlife, we 
tend to be far more influenced by Plato’s dualism and Dante’s The Divine Comedy 
(Dante’s inferno) than by Scripture. We imagine heaven as some place “up” whether up 
in the sky or in the clouds or in some sort of spiritual nowhere. What the modern church 
often fails to recognize is that when the ancient Jews and early Christians talked about 
heaven being “up” (i.e., 2 Kgs 2:1, John 6:62, Rev 11:12), it is not in reference to a 
physical dimension but an enlightened dimension. heaven is no more physically “up” 
than higher education is to undergrad. The reference to heaven as “up” and us as “raised 
up” to heaven is meant to convey a notion of being raised to a higher level of existence. 
To be more fully human than we are after the fall. That is why it is called “the fall.” It is 
meant to describe a movement not downward into the earth but away from God to a 
lower state of existence—a movement toward the “Grey Town,” whereas heaven is to be 
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raised up to a higher level of existence—a movement “up the mountain.” The notion of 
heaven is a reality in which humans more fully embody who they were meant to be when 
God created them in the first place. 
 A similar explanation of heaven is found in N.T. Wright’s Surprised by Hope. 
However, heaven is not the focus of Wright’s work. Instead, Wright has a far more 
challenging theological task at hand—one that has almost completely been lost to the 
modern church in the West. It is the notion of what Wright colorfully calls “life after 
heaven,” which he hashes out in a lecture titled “Resurrection and the Future World.”157 
Here Wright is arguing against a Platonic heresy that has creeped into the church, and he 
intends to replace it with the biblical perspective of the end of days. Plato was famous for 
many things, one of which was the notion of dualism, in which he believed that the body 
and spirit were at war with each other. The created world was and is corrupt and in need 
of escape in order to live unencumbered in the spiritual world. Dualism has entered the 
church in many ways. For example, it has entered the church through worship in which 
old hymnals triumphantly claim that one day we shall “fly away” from this world “like a 
bird from prison bars has flown.” While hymnal’s such as these are extremely 
comforting, especially in the trials of daily life, they simply are not biblical. The biblical 
perspective of the end of days is a “new creation” not an escape from creation. As Wright 
points out, it is not as if God is going to get to the end of days and say, “Well, that whole 
physical thing was all fun for a while. Now, let’s just float around as disembodied spirits 
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for all eternity.”158 Rather, the biblical notion of the end of days is God setting out to 
accomplish through Jesus exactly what He intended with creation and humanity in the 
first place. The old heaven and earth are destroyed in a refiner’s fire that burns away all 
the imperfections, leaving only the gold underneath out of which he will bring about a 
new heaven and earth. God will not give up on his idea of physical creation; rather, the 
biblical perspective of the end of days is that God will finally raise things back to the way 
they were before the fall.  
 Rather than an escapism to disembodied spirits or a physical raising up to a place 
of wings and harps in the clouds, Wright draws on Paul’s notion of the transformation 
between “space, time, and matter.” The transformation of matter is the fulfillment of 1 
Cor 15 (referenced above). In short, our bodies become like the body of the risen Christ, 
who seemed to carry the fullness of both physicality (i.e., eats food, carries the scars of 
the crucifixion) and spirituality (i.e., appears in rooms with locked doors, walks 
unnoticed among the disciples) in one body. 
Simply put, the transformation of space means the breaking down of the law of 
space, which states that no two items can occupy the same place at the same time. To use 
modern scientific language, we could imagine heaven and earth as being parallel 
universes, running alongside each other but not fully intermingling with each other. 
Instead, they are separated by a small veil that does not allow us to completely grasp the 
other side (e.g., “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in 
part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known.” 1 Cor 13:12). If one has 
eyes to see it, there are places where the veil between heaven and earth seem to be 
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thinner. For the Jews, the most obvious example of this was the temple, where heaven 
and earth collided in the holy of holies as humanity in the high priest met God resting on 
the mercy seat of the ark of the covenant. In the place between two realities, blood was 
shed, bringing about the forgiveness of sins. A careful reader will notice how quickly the 
Gospel writers are to portray Jesus in such a way that everywhere He went seemed to be 
a collision between heaven (i.e., sick healed, dead raised, sins forgiven) and earth (e.g., 
Jesus gets hungry, is tempted). Jesus becomes the new temple: the place where humanity 
is connected with the divine to shed blood and bring about the forgiveness of sin, two 
different realities occupying the same space.  
Today, as Paul explained, the church is now the temple of God (1 Cor 6:19), 
where heaven and earth collide as the “Spirit dwells within.” As Paul explains, when we 
turn to the Lord, the veil is removed but not completely (1 Cor 3:16). One day, however, 
as Revelation creatively portrays, the veil between heaven and earth will be removed, and 
the law of space will be no more as the new heaven and earth occupy one space as the 
Lord “makes his dwelling place” among humanity. 
 The transformation of time is quite interesting and difficult to outline because the 
ancient Jews and early Christians have a different perspective of time than most modern 
people do. The modern thinking of time is divided by East and West. Westerners tend to 
think of time as linear (following a straight line) while Easterners think of time as circular 
(repeating itself). However, ancient Jews and early Christians believed in a perspective of 
time that is called high time; this describes God’s ultimate view of eternal time.159 If 
linear time is a line and circular time is a circle, high time could be thought of as a middle 
																																								 																				
159. Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, 54-61. 
 	
195 
ground between the two and can be imagined as a type of corkscrew or slinky moving 
across an x-axis. In other words, time is clearly moving forward toward something, but 
some points in time can be close in proximity while distant chronologically. Because time 
moves in a spiral, two points at the top of the spiral are in closer proximity than another 
point, which might be chronologically close to the first but is at the bottom of the spiral. 
High time suggests that at certain points the past and the future could break into the 
present. We see this in Jewish culture even to this day. During the Seder ceremony of 
Passover, Jews will send a clear message that the celebration is not a remembrance of 
God’s work in the past, but the meal is a celebration of how each Jew is presently being 
freed from captivity and moved toward the promised land. For them, a Passover day in 
2019 is closer in proximity to the original Passover of Exodus. Christians, on the other 
hand, emphasize how Jesus claimed that the kingdom of heaven was within reach (i.e., 
Matt 3:23): breaking in upon us in the person of Jesus. The future hope of the end of days 
in which God set everything right was already breaking in through the human person of 
Jesus.  
The notion of time, transforming at the end of days is meant to orient us toward a 
form of eternity. Beyond that, all we have is two speculations: one Eastern and one 
Western. The Western view is based on Augustine’s view of time and eternity in 
Confessions. Augustine explains the disconnect between how we talk about time and how 
we experience it. We talk about time in past, present, and future language, but time itself 
is only ever experienced in the present—the past and future do not actually exist.160 In 
addition, the present experience of time is so infinitesimally small that it passes before we 
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can actually point to it, so every experience of time is fleeting. In contrast, God’s view of 
time is not one of past, present, and future but rather it’s one of simply being, meaning he 
experiences past, present, and future all in the present. There is no time that is lost to 
God, which is perhaps why God offers the name “I Am” to Moses. The Western view of 
the transformation of time at the eschaton is a move away from our past, present, and 
future selves. Instead, we are invited into God’s perspective of time (eternity) in which 
our past and future will be experienced at the same time with no end. We will be wholly 
and entirely present for all eternity. 
An Eastern view of time is quite another thing. While there are all sorts of ways in 
which we measure time, at some level the way we experience time is by the rate in which 
things die; each second is roughly the rate of a heartbeat. We get older and one 
generation passes on and another takes its place. Once there is no death, aging, or 
generations to come, time ceases to have any practical implications. In the Chronicles of 
Narnia, Lewis arrives at the pivotal moment when Aslan sacrifices himself on the alter. 
Lewis describes why Aslan was able to be raised from death:  
Though the Witch knew the Deep Magic, there is a magic deeper still which she 
did not know: Her knowledge goes back only to the dawn of time. But if she 
could have looked a little further back, into the stillness and the darkness before 
Time dawned, she would have read there a different incantation. She would have 
known that when a willing victim who had committed no treachery was killed in a 
traitor's stead, the Table would crack and Death itself would start working 
backwards.161  
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Rather than time ceasing to carry any meaning at all, the Eastern view of time is death 
working backwards. This is another way of saying, “Life becoming more and more for all 
eternity.” If God is infinite, then humanity will spend all eternity growing in knowledge 
of God and becoming more and more godly.  
 What does all this talk about heaven and the afterlife have to do with adolescent 
identity formation? It is because our idea of what is next drastically transforms our idea 
of what now is all about. If we assume that heaven is a perfect place up in the sky in 
which we all have wings and play harps in the clouds, as depicted in Maria Shriver’s 
What’s Heaven?, or if we believe that heaven is a place we get into by doing the right 
thing, then we are quick to assume that all of human life is, as my third grade Sunday 
school teacher used to say, to “get to Heaven and take as many people with you as you 
can.” On the other hand, if we believe that heaven is some sort of escapism from a 
corrupt world and the evils of the flesh, then we are more inclined to believe that all of 
human life is simply a test in which the winners are the ones who neglect any type of care 
for earthly things. Whether it is the “passions of the flesh” or the care of nature and 
creation, one might rationalize that it is all going to burn up anyway. At the same time, if 
we fail to think of heaven as a reality at all and assume the entire thing is simply old 
wives’ tales made up to scare children into obeying their parents, then we run the risk of 
falling into nihilism by thinking how meaningless the church and life itself really are. 
Death, then, is a terrifying nothingness in which we will find ourselves living out the last 
few lines of from Dylan Thomas’s poem: “Do not go gentle into that good night. Rage, 
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rage, against the dying of the light.”162 And what might we say about other perspectives? 
How might the message of reincarnation or universalism impact the ways in which we 
experience life? The point is that our view of the afterlife directly impacts the formation 
of our identity, our entire view of human existence and creation.  
 On the other hand, if we follow the biblical perspective of a new heaven and a 
new earth intimately connected in one space, filled with uncorrupted life that is more 
tangible and real than before in which we continually move deeper into relationship with 
God for all time, then we might come to believe that our current life offers a taste of the 
life to come if we can find ways to open ourselves up to it. Moreover, if we believe that 
Jesus came to start that process of restoration presently and that the purpose of the church 
is to continue his work and fulfill the Lord’s Prayer of God’s “kingdom come and his will 
be done on earth as it is in heaven,” then our identity will be wrapped up in the mission of 
God to fill all of creation with the glory of the Lord. Our life will be his life; our mission 
will be his mission; our identity will be his identity. We are not just invited into the 
identity. We are not just called into this identity. We are created for this identity.  
 A robust understanding of where we come from and where we are going are 
incredibly formative ideas. They help adolescents born in an individualistic, lonely 
culture develop a larger perspective of human existence and orients them into a story that 
is bigger than they themselves—into God’s story, the drama of Scripture—where they are 
intentionally and protologically invited to play a divine-like role in the care of creation.  
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A theology of identity formation, however, is more than just buying into certain 
theologies (i.e., out-of-nothing theology). In order for it to solidify as an identity, it must 
become the way in which they interpret the world around them. Out-of-nothing theology 
and life after heaven become the lens through which they see their families, friends, 
enemies, and the entirety of creation. These theologies give students the power to rise and 
face traitors, friends, loneliness, and death.  
Teaching Students How to Articulate Their Faith 
Learning how to articulate faith requires working out what God is doing in the 
world. We may be able to draw conclusions from our “naïve experiences,” but the 
conclusions we pull from these experiences are not always accurate. On the other hand, 
identifying legitimate experiences of God anchors our faith in a tangible moment in time, 
but the process of discernment requires a correct theological lens through which we 
interpret the world. The practice of sharing a testimony requires us to refine our theology 
and think deeply about who God is and what he is doing in our lives. Providing space in 
our programs for students to talk about their faith and doubts allows them the ability to 
wrestle with their own ideas of God. It also offers us an opportunity to peer into their 
minds, catching a glimpse of their thoughts on God, and offering guidance and correction 
if needed. For instance, what kind of language do they use when describing God or God’s 
work? Do they describe God using passive language or active language? When praying, 
do they invite God into their midst or simply thank him for what he has done in the past? 
Is their language humanistic (focused on the power of humans) or theocentric (focused on 
God)? When they reflect on the experience of a mission trip, do they talk about how 
much the group accomplished or how much God accomplished through the group? These 
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observations are important because one perspective is a holistic view of an active God, 
and the other carries hints of a cold, deistic God.  
Practices such as writing a spiritual autobiography, sharing testimonies, 
journaling, prayer walking, as well as practical theological approaches to Scripture that 
allow Scripture the freedom to interpret us instead of the other way around (e.g., Lectio 
Divina), help students learn how to articulate their faith. While these practices are 
helpful, I have found that in our low-power distance culture, formation through 
articulation happens most effectively through the process of questioning. In research by 
David Kinnaman and Aly Hawkins, published You Lost Me, the authors discovered that 
one of the core reasons students abandoned the church is that church does not seem like a 
place where they can ask life’s most pressing questions.163 Asking questions is essential 
to the spiritual life because a question is the search for something greater than ourselves. 
“Without a question,” Henri Nouwen writes, “an answer is experienced as manipulation 
or control. Without a struggle, the help offered is considered interference. And without 
the desire to learn, direction is easily felt as oppression.”164  
 In the strong uncertainty-avoidance culture of the United States, students expect 
the experts to have the answers to their questions, and our individualistic and low-power 
distance culture promotes a spirit of questioning and not taking anything that claims to be 
true for granted. As ministers, we claim to be experts (at least in comparison to a middle 
or high school student), and our students are trained to push back against statements with 
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questioning. When we fail to take seriously their questions about the carbon dating of 
dinosaurs or the apparent contradictions in Scripture, we lose credibility in their eyes.  
Perhaps we tend to shy away from allowing our students the freedom to ask 
questions because we realize that our students are deep thinkers and have the ability to 
ask some thought-provoking questions. For example, I once had a middle school student 
ask the question, “Why doesn’t God just kill Satan?” Maybe there is a bit of fear in the 
possibility that they might ask a question to which we have no answer. According to 
Henri Nouwen, this is precisely why we need to allow them to ask these questions: 
When God enters into the center of our lives to unmask our illusion of possessing 
final solutions and to disarm us with always deeper questions, we will not 
necessarily have an easier or simpler life, but certainly a life that is honest, 
courageous, and marked with the ongoing search for truth . . . . To receive 
spiritual direction is to recognize that God does not solve our problems or answer 
all our questions, but leads us closer to the mystery of our existence where all 
questions cease.165  
The other side is approaching their questions with arrogance. Though students are leaving 
the church because they cannot ask questions, Kinnaman and Hawkins also discovered 
that an equally frustrating aspect of church life for many young people was the feeling 
that church leaders believe that they have all the answers.166 This statistic may say 
something about the perceived character of ministers, but it also suggests that students 
tend to receive weak answers to their questions. When a church offers weak answers to 
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difficult questions, it does not ease doubt; it only makes students stop vocalizing their 
questions to their church. Instead, they ask their questions to other experts, many of 
whom are not Christians. To simply ignore their pains (i.e., “It’s just high school, life will 
get better when you’re older”), spiritualize their reality (i.e., “God will fix everything in 
heaven”), or offer them cop-out answers (i.e., “God has a reason for everything”) only 
leaves them feeling as if God ignores their pain, is nothing more than a spiritual idea, or 
that the idea of God is simply a cop-out for dealing with real-world issues. Recently, I sat 
with a senior in my youth group who was reflecting on why his older brother decided to 
become an atheist. Though his brother had many questions, the boys said they never felt 
that they could talk with their parents about it because “we already knew the answers we 
would get from our parents, so what was the point in asking?”  
 In order to teach our students how to ask the right questions, we must first provide 
them with the language. It is fine to teach our students the stories of the Bible, but at 
some point those stories have to jump off the pages and be contextualized in our lives. 
They cannot remain just stories. God is spirit (John 4:24), which means we need spiritual 
language to talk about him. In fact, the entire spiritual life could be summed up in 
learning how to ask the right questions because the questions we ask determine the 
answers we get. For instance, just recently a student asked “If God is the creator of the 
universe, then who created God?” As long as we ask this physical question using earthly 
language, we will get only an earthly answer. What we need to realize is that the question 
and language are flawed; thus there is no real answer. God is by very definition the 
source. As a source has no beginning or end, he is from where all things come and to 
whom all things return. Thus the proper question is not, “Who created God?” but “Who is 
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God?” This is the point that C. S. Lewis makes in The Problem of Pain.167 Some 
questions are nonsensical even for God. For example, the question “If God is all-
powerful, can he make a rock that is so big that he cannot lift it?” is nonsensical. The 
question seems to be paradoxical, when in reality, it is nonsensical. It is like the question, 
“If I eat myself, would I get twice as big or disappear altogether?” The question itself is 
nonsensical, and any answer will be nonsensical.  
 The point is not to find answers to all of our questions. Getting the answers to all 
of our questions is not the goal of the spiritual life. Instead, the goal of the spiritual life is 
coming to a place where you are comfortable with the unknown and safe in the mystery 
of God. Returning again to The Great Divorce, C. S. Lewis tells a short story of a man 
who has made the intellectual pursuit an idol, and how he refuses to head up the 
mountain towards God. 
“Will you come with me to the mountains? It will hurt at first, until your feet are 
hardened. Reality is harsh to the feet of shadows. But will you come?” “Well, that 
is a plan. I am perfectly ready to consider it. Of course I should require some 
assurances. . . . I should want a guarantee that you are taking me to a place where 
I shall find a wider sphere of usefulness-and scope for the talents that God has 
given me—and an atmosphere of free inquiry—in short, all that one means by 
civilization and-er-the spiritual life.” “No,” said the other. “I can promise you 
none of these things. No sphere of usefulness: you are not needed there at all. No 
scope for your talents: only forgiveness for having perverted them. No 
atmosphere of inquiry, for I will bring you to the land not of questions but of 
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answers, and you shall see the face of God.” “Ah, but we must all interpret those 
beautiful words in our own way! For me there is no such thing as a final answer. 
The free wind of inquiry must always continue to blow through the mind, must it 
not?  . . . to travel hopefully is better than to arrive.” “If that were true, and known 
to be true, how could anyone travel hopefully? There would be nothing to hope 
for.”  . . . “Well, really, you know, I am not aware of a thirst for some ready-made 
truth which puts an end to intellectual activity in the way you seem to be 
describing. Will it leave me the free play of Mind, Dick? I must insist on that, you 
know.” “Free, as a man is free to drink while he is drinking. He is not free still to 
be dry.” The Ghost seemed to think for a moment. “I can make nothing of that 
idea,” it said.168  
Henri Nouwen described it another way by explaining that sometimes God does not 
provide us with all the answers because answers demand to be lived, and sometimes we 
are not ready to live the truth we seek.169 At one of its deepest levels, the spiritual life is 
the process of developing a faith that is so deep it does not require all the answers 
because the spiritual life is not a pursuit of intellect. Instead, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
described, “God, and God alone, is our journey’s end.”170 We become comfortable with 
the unknown because we realize, paradoxically, that answers do not relinquish 
questions—they only open the door to more questions. Perhaps this is why Albert 
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Einstein is quoted as saying, “The more I learn, the more I realize how much I don’t 
know.”  
 The combination of experience and theology helps us develop a life oriented 
towards God. We come to be aware of God in our lives. He is no longer passive or distant 
but here, in our presence, working toward some sort of good for creation. Once we are 
able to identify what God is doing in the world and understand, at least in part, his plans, 
we are invited to participate with him in that working. We are invited into ministry and 
missions. 
Participation in Ministry and Missions 
The ideas of “where we come from” and “where we are going” have the ability to 
impact the identity of today’s Christian young people. While the theology of “where we 
come from” and “where we are going” ground us in a larger story of God, it will remain a 
cute, little ideas unless we find some way to embody them in our everyday lives. If all we 
offer to students are ideas of past and hopes of the future, then we fail to offer them 
anything more than a theory; and theories, while extremely powerful, are not tangible. As 
the band Dawes asks, “If Heaven is all that was promised to me why don't I pray for 
death?”171 Ministry and missions is what comes between the beginning and the end and, 
therefore, make up the bulk of our story.  
Oftentimes in youth ministry, particularly in evangelical circles, learning how to 
articulate one’s faith is a means to an evangelistic end. We train our students how to talk 
about their faith in hopes that they will begin to convert their friends and bring them to 
our youth groups. Missions and ministry, however, are core aspects of adolescent faith 
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formation beyond evangelism. Brian Stone in Evangelism after Christendom, has argued 
that to use evangelism with external ends such as converting unbelievers or proselytizing 
people of other faiths is to misunderstand the nature of evangelism in Scripture. When 
looking at evangelism in Scripture, often times we get our theology from the Great 
Commission in Matt 28: “As you go, make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 
everything I have commanded you. And surely, I am with you always, to the very end of 
the age.” In many circles, this verse has become the essence of the evangelical initiative. 
Stone, on the other hand, has argued that there are other verses in the gospels that have an 
evangelical center to them. For instance, how would our evangelical practices change if 
we took our theology for evangelism from Matt 10 instead of Matt 28?  
These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: “Do not go among 
the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of 
Israel. As you go, proclaim this message: ‘The kingdom of heaven has come 
near.’ Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy, drive out 
demons. Freely you have received; freely give. “Do not get any gold or silver or 
copper to take with you in your belts—no bag for the journey or extra shirt or 
sandals or a staff, for the worker is worth his keep. Whatever town or village you 
enter, search there for some worthy person and stay at their house until you leave. 
As you enter the home, give it your greeting. If the home is deserving, let your 
peace rest on it; if it is not, let your peace return to you. If anyone will not 
welcome you or listen to your words, leave that home or town and shake the dust 
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off your feet. Truly I tell you, it will be more bearable for Sodom and Gomorrah 
on the day of judgment than for that town. 
For Stone, the difference between the evangelism of Matt 28 and Matt 10 is based on 
internal and external ends. In Matt 28, the external ends of discipling, baptizing, and 
teaching become the goal of evangelism. In Matt 10, however, there are no external ends. 
The disciples are commanded only to go and proclaim; whether their message is received 
is of little importance.  
It is possible to misunderstand the practice of evangelism as an exercise in 
autonomous “production,” the independent activity of making something 
(converts). But against such misunderstanding I want to affirm that although 
evangelism hopes for much, it does not necessarily produce anything, it does not 
necessarily accomplish anything, it does not necessarily result in anything. It is 
not a means to some other end, for faithfulness in witnessing to and offering 
God’s peaceable reign is its end, even if that witness is rejected . . . though it 
seems counterintuitive, then, what is needed most in our time is not more 
attention to “effectiveness” and “success” in evangelism but learning once again 
as a church how to bear faithful witness.172 
Thus a life of articulating what God is up to in our world is an invitation not to produce 
more converts but one of “offering God’s peaceable reign” to those who are unaware of 
it. Those who believe in a passive God become passive Christians. But through our 
conversions, experiences, and the process of articulation, we have learned that God is not 
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passive—he is active and invites us into his activity. I believe this to be one of the most 
humbling and often overlooked aspects of the Christian message. We are not just invited 
into the divine life; we are invited into the divine mission.  
 However, as seen in Chapter I, many approaches to youth ministry create passive 
Christians (whether intentionally or not) because many youth ministry programs turn 
“youth” into a “program.” Youth become the subjects of adult ministry, which inherently 
assumes that students are less than adults in some way (e.g., knowledge, maturity, 
spirituality, abilities), and Christianity is fundamentally consumeristic. From their earliest 
days of formation, students are being taught to sit and receive wisdom, doctrine, and 
information.  
There seems to be a genuine fear among adults, parents, and church leaders that 
our kids might take the Christian faith just a little too seriously, causing us to work 
against real formation in any deep way. Everyone loves Mother Teresa, but very few 
parents want their kids to be her. In other words, we want our kids to be faithful but not 
too faithful. When I was first thinking of going into youth ministry, I was surprised by 
how many people tried to dissuade me from what I considered my vocational calling. 
Even more surprising, most of the discouragement came from ministers and adult 
mentors.  
 Discouragement can show up in a lot of different ways. We passively discourage 
our students by not really inviting them into the mission of God through the activities of 
church. This, of course, is not a new idea, but the fundamental argument behind the 
concept of intergenerational ministry. Chap Clark and Kara Powell have made great 
strides over the past decade to bring awareness to churches by offering practical solutions 
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to mend the separation between the church and its youth. For Clark and Powell, 
intergenerational ministry is not merely about proximity—it is not just about getting 
adults and students in the same room together; though, for many, that might be the first 
step). It is actually about allowing students the freedom to have ownership in the church. 
Both Sticky Faith and Growing Young examine the psychological and spiritual 
implications of empowering students to be involved in the leadership of the church from 
serving on the worship committee to conversations about the mission statement.173  
 Unfortunately, everyone loves the idea of intergenerational ministry, but many are 
often hesitant to practice it in any meaningful way. Therefore, few churches do 
intergenerational ministry well; a half-hearted intergenerational ministry is worse than 
not doing it at all. In many churches today, intergenerational ministry is belittling or 
idiosyncratic. It is belittling when students are given grunt work and allowed to 
participate only at a surface level, such as being expected to pick up the chairs and tables 
after an event. It is idiosyncratic when the church invites students to be a part of a 
ministry with the expectation that students do ministry exactly how the adults want them 
to do it. Recently, I sat among a group of adults and students at a summer camp where the 
group was invited to come up with a silly song. The adults took the initiative, and to the 
horror of the students, came up with an eccentric song, which the students properly 
described as “cringe-worthy.” Like a bad dad joke, students squirm at the thought of 
having to do ministry in a way that apparently makes sense to the adults but is completely 
irrelevant to their way of life.  
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A better approach is incarnational ministry, a place-sharing ministry in which the 
adults step into the lives of students, not to fix them or give them trivial tasks but to share 
in their experience and offering guidance when needed. The assumption here is that 
students carry the image of God and have something valuable to offer the adults and the 
church. Incarnational ministry, then, is an invitation to do ministry together. As Henri 
Nouwen writes, “Ministry is not something we have and offer to another in need, but 
something offered and received in mutual vulnerability and benefit. Ministry is a 
communal and mutual experience. We don’t minister to; we minister with and among 
others.”174  
Why is it so important that we invite youth to do ministry in the midst of 
community? It addresses the search for the virtue of intimacy in the adolescent crisis of 
reality because community is essential for vocational discernment. Ruth Haley Barton 
explains:  
Discernment in the most general sense, is the capacity to recognize and respond to 
the presence and the activity of God—both in the ordinary moments and in the 
large decisions of our lives . . . . Spiritual discernment is the ability to distinguish 
or discriminate between good (that which is of God and draws us closer to God) 
and evil (that which is not of God and draws us away from God).175 
“Our spiritual life,” writes Mother Teresa,  
is a life of reliance on God. Our work is our prayer because we carry it out 
through Jesus, in Jesus, and for the sake of Jesus. A vocation is a gift from Christ. 
																																								 																				
174. Henri J. M. Nouwen, Spiritual Direction, 132. 
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He has said, ‘I have chosen you.’ Every vocation must really belong to Christ. 
The work that we are called to accomplish is just a means to give concrete 
substance to our love for God. Our vocation is nothing else but to belong to 
Christ. The work that we do is only a means to put our love for Christ into living 
action.176 
Vocational discernment is that ability to distinguish the specific ways in which God is 
calling us to be image-bearers in our contexts. We are all called to be disciples of Christ, 
but our vocation is the specific way in which we put that call into action. It is “a call 
within a call,” as Mother Teresa would often say about her vocation to do ministry in the 
slums. Discovering one’s spiritual gifts and passions can be tricky as a teenager. It 
requires guidance, encouragement, and a bit of experimentation; but in adolescent 
spiritual formation, we are trying to help students discover their gifts rather than just 
assigning them churchy jobs.  
 Richard Osmer offers a practical way to think about the process of ministry in 
which we can adapt for youth ministry (literally youth doing ministry).177 The process 
starts with listening to one’s contexts. At this stage, we are striving to help students 
answer the question, “What is going on?,” and specifically, they are looking for 
cataphatic or apophatic experiences of God—either a place where God seems to be 
working, or a place where the mission of God has yet to come. This does not just come 
																																								 																				
176. Teresa, No Greater Love, ed. Becky Benenate and Joseph Durepos (Novato: New World 
Library, 1997), 147. 
177. Richard Osmer, Practical Theology, 1-30. 
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from their own perspective, but it is an invitation to listen to the community around them 
and identify reoccurring themes. 
 Next, they seek to answer the question, “Why is it going on?” by examining the 
social systems at work. Here, we are teaching them how to think critically about the 
culture in which they are immersed. For instance, if during the “what is going on?” stage 
they discover that many students in their youth group feel excluded, the next step is to 
think about the systems that promote such feelings. Are there cliques in the group; are 
people not being very welcoming; is there bullying?  
 Once they have listened to their context and understand the social systems behind 
them, the goal is to answer the question, “what should be going on?” and not asking them 
to think about their personal preferences. As one of my professors used to say about using 
the word “should”, “be careful not to should on people.” In other words, be careful not to 
place personal standards onto others. The point of this question is to engage the situation 
theologically. What Scriptures speak to the specific cataphatic or apophatic experience? 
What specific theological principles (i.e., image of God, mission of God, ministers of 
reconciliation) are being embodied or neglected in your context? How should your 
context be responding if they were following these Scriptures and theological principles?  
 Finally, and only after the proper reflection from the other questions, do we 
encourage them to react by asking the question, “How might we respond?” The goal is to 
identify practical ways in which they can engage their context that aligns with their 
theological norm. The temptation might be to approach the problem with a single, big 
event. A more organic approach, however, will be to think about what they personally 
can do to encourage their context over an extended period of time. How can they be 
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image-bearers in their context? What specific gifts do they possess (i.e., teaching, 
encouraging, befriending). Here, they are not the savior and should not measure the 
success of their action by external goals. Their goal is not to transform the context—only 
God can do that. Rather, they are called to be incarnational by modeling the principles of 
God described in their theological norm. This four-step process is the basis of ministry.  
 One final note about inviting students to do ministry with us. A few years ago, we 
had a student sign up to teach a class over the fall of Adam and Eve; unfortunately, his 
class ran short due to lack of planning on his part, and in a panic, he decided to stall by 
reading Gen 3:21 multiple times (“The LORD God made garments of skin for Adam and 
his wife and clothed them.”). In an attempt to be funny (and ease the awkwardness of 
finishing too early), he decided to read the verse backwards. To his horror and the 
amusement of the rest of the class, he unknowingly ended up talking about Adam’s 
foreskin (“skin for Adam” read backwards). My point is that we should expect a few 
mess ups as our students experiment and learn how to do ministry. The failures will 
provide us hands-on teaching opportunities. After the foreskin class (as it has come to be 
known), the level of preparedness rose among our student teachers.   
Conclusion 
 In Chapter I, I argued that youth ministry approaches have inherent temptations 
that often lead towards unhealthy agendas. In this chapter, I have tried to offer a more 
holistic goal for youth ministry based on practical theology as a way of life. In the first 
section, I outlined six principles of practical theology that should act as a lens for 
understanding the adolescent experience and a filter for tailoring spiritual formation to 
that experience. Utilizing these principles, section 2 has argued 1) that the adolescent 
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experience involves ambiguity in the growing up process; 2) there are formational 
realities that are inherent to the American culture that are often neglected by the church; 
3) there are experiences in youth culture that are in tension with the overarching 
American culture which need to be addressed by formational practices towards youth; 
and 4) there is a need for a contextualized approach to spiritual formation in light of the 
fluidity of personal experience. Finally, in section 3, I examined the process of spiritual 
formation, contextualized to the adolescent experience through the process of conversion, 
the experience of formation, the articulation of theology, and the participation in ministry 
and missions. Here I have argued that conversion is both a process of justification and 
sanctification, leading to tangible experiences of God that become increasingly formative 
when students are able to identify and articulate these experiences as experiences of God. 
The result is the ability to develop a biblical or theological worldview, inviting students 
to participate in God’s mission in their own, unique ways. The question now remains: 
how do we move youth ministry practice from the temptations of Chapter I to the goal of 
Chapter II? The answer is to develop a type of practical theological filter, thinking 
process, or lens through which we view youth ministry practice. Developing this practical 
theological filter is my intervention for this project.  
		215 
 
 
 
CHAPTER III 
METHODOLOGY 
The intervention of this project was to lead a team of youth ministers in 
developing a working document that offers creative and practical ways of applying the 
six principles of practical theology listed in Chapter II. In order to accomplish this task, I 
utilized qualitative research methodology.1 Ritchie and Lewis point out four 
classifications of functions of qualitative research: contextual, explanatory, evaluative, 
and generative.2 The function of this research project was generative in that it sought to 
aid the development of practical theological theories, strategies, and actions in youth 
ministry practice. In the case of this project, the prescription or intervention was to 
develop a team of youth minister professionals that met via online resources to develop a 
working document of shared wisdom that helped contextualize specific principles of 
practical theology as a way of life. The intervention sought to address Mark Senter’s 
criticism (mentioned in Chapter I) that the main issues with practical theology in youth 
																																								 																				
1. Qualitative research or action research differs from other forms of research in two predominant 
ways. First, action research differs from other forms of research because it moves beyond just the 
descriptive task—it does not stay within the theoretical or theological world. Instead, it moves beyond 
description and into prescription by offering a change or intervention. Secondly, action research is 
primarily a communal endeavor that seeks understanding in the midst of shared wisdom. Thus it is an 
activity of communal discernment. 
2. Jane Ritchie et al., Qualitative Research Practice: A Guide for Social Science Students and 
Researchers, 2nd ed. (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2014), 27.  
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ministry is that it is not practical.3 It is essential that youth ministers be able to understand 
how these principles influence their ministry for the better.  
Since practical theology is somewhat foreign to the practice of youth ministry, I 
did not ask youth ministers to come up with the principles. Rather, I listed the principles 
and asked the team to help me contextualize them in the practice of youth ministry 
(Appendix D). We can already get some idea of the impact of the principles simply by 
looking at the discussion we had in the latter half of Chapter II, but in order for it to 
become common practice, a much broader application was required.  
Utilizing the aid of a collaboration team means that the research itself would 
follow participatory research methodology.4 The goal is not to make the participants the 
object of the study but rather to treat them as co-researchers. Shared wisdom was drawn 
from a community of seasoned youth ministers who understand the ins and outs of daily 
youth ministry. My goal was to draw on the collective wisdom of these individuals and 
contextualize the principles in the everyday flow of youth ministry decision making. This 
was accomplished by having the team reflect on how to practically use the six principles 
of practical theology in the six approaches mentioned in Chapter I. For instance, what 
exactly would it look like to have a cross-disciplinary discussion when we teach classes 
or plan events? How does “belief-shaped practices” change the way we offer pastoral 
																																								 																				
3. Mark H. Senter III, “A History of Youth Ministry Education in the USA,” Journal of Adult 
Theological Education 2, no. 1 (2014): 58. 
4. Swinton and Mowat define participatory research: “Participatory research provides a framework 
in which people move from being the objects of research to subjects and co-researchers. This goal is 
achieved by ensuring that the individuals who traditionally have been the object of the research process are 
given an active role in designing and conducting the research.” Swinton and Mowat, Practical Theology 
and Qualitative Research, 212. 
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counseling or center our small groups? Practical questions such as these were the focus of 
the intervention. 
Overview of the Project Intervention 
The project intervention took place online over four different meetings in which 
the collaboration team developed a working document that highlighted how the principles 
guide youth ministry (Appendix E). Session 1 included the introductions, the explanation 
of the purpose of the project, the explanation of practical theology as a way of life, and 
provide thinking prompts to prepare for session 2, 3, and 4 (Appendix D). I briefly 
explained what practical theology is and the particular way in which it guides ministry. I 
provided the participants with the six practical theology principles listed above. I also 
collected consent forms at this meeting (Appendix C).  
Sessions 2, 3, and 4 focused on developing the document in which the 
collaboration team offered their insights on how these principles guide youth ministry in 
developing adolescent faith. The goal here was to come up with examples or insights as 
to how practical theology can work as a thinking process in developing a program or 
event that is centered in adolescent spiritual formation. In other words, the collaboration 
team thought of ways to contextualize these principles in the day-to-day of youth 
ministry structure. For instance, if adolescent spiritual formation is about helping students 
experience God, then how does the practical theological principle of “knowledge types” 
(episteme, techne, phronesis) contribute to this process? More specifically, in what ways 
did youth ministry programs use the principle of different knowledge types in the 
programs and events they were already doing in their contexts; and as experienced youth 
ministers, what expectations did they have that such a process would strengthen faith 
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formation of adolescents? After our discussion, I took the notes from the session and 
created a document that captures the shared wisdom of the group, expressing the concrete 
examples provided by the participants (Appendix D). 
The data analysis utilized a constant comparative method. As Maykut and 
Morehouse point out:  
words are the way that most people come to understand their situations; we create 
our world with words; we explain ourselves with words; we defend and hide 
ourselves with words . . . the task of the researcher is to find patterns within those 
words and to present those patterns for others to inspect while at the same time 
staying as close to the construction of the world as the participants originally 
experienced it.5 
As the researcher, I immersed myself into the data by reading transcripts, watching the 
recordings, reflecting on the questionnaire, and critically reflecting on the field notes, 
searching for themes and ways of understanding what people contributed.  
The data coding was a grounded theory approach that utilized selective coding. 
Selective coding searches for predetermined variables. I entrenched myself into the 
meeting transcripts and identified key themes that arose in reference to the principles of 
practical theology listed above. Since the basic question of the intervention was how to 
utilize practical theology in a youth ministry program, I examined basic tools of youth 
ministry and practical theology as predetermined themes. The predetermined areas were 
categorized by the seven principles mentioned in Chapter II. Then, I checked the data to 
																																								 																				
5. Pamela Maykut and Richard Morehouse, Beginning Qualitative Research: A Philosophical and 
Practical Guide (Teachers’ Library) (London: Routledge, 2002), 18. 
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see if there was slippage, silence, or coherence (convergence and divergence) within my 
predetermined codes. The data were typed in a working document that was reviewed by 
the collaboration team to see if it accurately reflected the collective wisdom of the group.  
Description of the Participants 
The collaboration team was made up of four youth ministers and me. Each 
minister had been in youth ministry over ten years. While I had hoped to recruit a wider 
range of denominational backgrounds, I ended up having all ministers with an 
evangelical background. The types of youth ministry programs represented were rural 
and urban churches, including one megachurch. Team members were also spread out 
across the United States, which is why Google Hangouts was used for the meetings.  
Evaluation of the Intervention 
The evaluation methodology was a participator action research in which I used 
multiple methods to produce three data sets.6 First, an insider evaluation was done by the 
members of the collaboration team with a questionnaire that measured the practical 
implications of the document for the average youth ministry program (Appendix E). 
Second, an outsider evaluator who was familiar with practical theology and youth 
ministry scholarship was recruited. Dr. Steven Bonner, who recently moved into the role 
of associate dean of the Bible Department at Lipscomb University, was sent a copy of the 
document for review. Dr. Bonner was both a youth minister and youth ministry professor 
for many years before moving to Lipscomb last summer. Finally, I acted as a researcher 
evaluator by compiling field notes after each session from the recordings of the Google 
																																								 																				
6. Tim Sensing refers to the Norman Denzin definition of this process as data triangulation. Tim 
Sensing, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of Ministry 
Theses (London: Wipf & Stock, 2011), 73. 
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Hangout sessions (Appendix B). The final product took into consideration all of the edits 
and comments from the three evaluations. 
The data itself were analyzed through a data triangulation process in which the 
three evaluators offered their expert feedback. The goal of triangulation is to enrich the 
research by adding value to the project by allowing different experts to explain aspects of 
the project in different ways. Triangulation also ensures reflexivity. Allowing the 
collaboration team and the outside researcher to review the document ensures that 
practical implications are not imposed on the research. The practical implications of the 
findings, then, are more trustworthy and honest. It is to that end that I now turn.  
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CHAPTER IV 
FINDINGS AND RESULTS 
The final product went through three different evaluations, resulting in two minor 
revisions. The first evaluation was a researcher evaluation in which I examined the data 
set looking for the suggestions that were most relevant to the goal of the project. Since 
the data coding utilized predetermined themes, it was easy to identify where each 
suggestion should be placed. In addition, the meeting agendas revolved around each 
specific principle, so most suggestions were in concert with the principle in question; 
however, there were a few times in which the conversation naturally bled over into a 
different principle, in which case a notation was made and reflected on at a later time. 
There was little overlap in suggestions because each theme, though interrelated, was 
specific enough to draw distinction. My evaluation made up a bulk of the work in 
creating the overall framework of the working document. In the end, there was an eight-
page document filled with suggestive practices to help youth ministers contextualize the 
six principles in a youth ministry program.  
During the note-taking process, it was important to keep the group on task and 
ensure that we were reflecting on a wide range of youth ministry approaches. For 
instance, during the first meeting, I noticed the group kept defaulting to Bible class and 
events when brainstorming practical ways of contextualizing cross-disciplinary dialogue. 
After bringing this to the attention of the group, they offered a wider range of suggestions 
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that produced a more balanced and creative way of utilizing the principle beyond the 
obvious.  
There was some slippage that occurred because of the group’s lack of 
understanding of practical theology. This is to be expected since most members of the 
group are not trained practical theologians. Slippage occurs when a group member tries to 
express an idea that does not seem to align with the project’s overall goals, requiring a 
stretched interpretation or application. It usually showed up when a group member tried 
to discuss an overall mission statement or a personal teaching ideology as a practical 
example to one of the principles.  
In one case, however, the slippage resulted in a deeper understanding of phronesis 
than I had defined in Chapter II. My definition of phronesis is having a practical 
understanding of how God works in the world in general and in one’s individual life in 
particular. I defined phronesis this way because I believe it is crucial to spiritual 
formation, which was the primary focus of this project. At the same time, Christian 
phronesis in its purest sense deals primarily with faithful living in a specific context. 
Therefore, it was refreshing when the group started a discussion about how Christians 
express their ideas over social media, not realizing that their bold statements, which they 
might consider a defense of the faith, actually become an affront. In a future work, a 
revision of Chapter II would do well to discuss adolescent Christian phronesis as both an 
understanding of the process of spiritual formation, and a stronger emphasis on faithful 
living in today’s political climate.  
As to be expected, coming up with suggestions for some principles was more 
difficult than others. Applied theology seemed to be particularly challenging for the 
 	
223 
group, requiring two meetings and constant reframing of the conversation away from 
previous ideas. This type of problem in research is often labeled as a silence. A silence is 
when the group fails to reflect deeply on certain aspects of the research. Oftentimes, 
silence can lead to some telling information and conclusions. In this case, applied 
theology is a particularly important aspect of practical theology as a way of life. It is one 
of the primary ways a person’s worldview is transformed, resulting in a more dedicated 
lifestyle. A silence in applied theology means that the principle does not come as natural 
to the ministers; and therefore, it could be the most reluctant principle promoted in a 
youth ministry program (at least by this group of youth ministers).  
The outside evaluator, Dr. Steven Bonner, offered some great feedback in his 
review of the document. Some of his thoughts were affirmations or alternative 
suggestions, which show up in the finalized document. He also pointed out some natural 
limitations of the project and further research needs, which will be discussed in the next 
chapter. There were a few places, however, in which expertise was crucial to the project. 
In one instance, he pointed out a slippage that required a rewrite of the section the 
importance of context. The original document included only ideas of how youth ministers 
could engage a student’s context, which, though important, is not the fundamental idea 
behind practical theology as a way of adolescent life. Instead, the real richness practical 
theology offers in this principle is the ability to help students learn to discern their own 
cultural biases (e.g., denominational, national, familial). Therefore, the group reflected 
more deeply on how to help students understand their own cultural and denominational 
biases and how that impacts spiritual formation. In the end, the document reflects a wider 
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range of suggestions on how to impact a student’s context and how to help students see 
their own cultural biases.  
Results: The Working Document 
Cross-Disciplinary Dialogue 
Cross-disciplinary dialogue allows a deeper understanding of what is going on in 
one’s context. While theology is always given priority, other fields of study that are 
particularly important to adolescent spiritual formation are the roles of science (which is 
often portrayed as counter to theology and spirituality), psychology, and the arts. The 
group concluded that the best contribution cross-disciplinary dialogue offers the practice 
of youth ministry is not a deeper argument for the existence of God or why Christianity is 
correct as often seen in curriculums such as apologetics, rather, how it creates a sense of 
wonder at God’s goodness and power. The overarching theme of our conversation was 
not about using science and art as a means to defend one’s faith, which can polarize 
Christianity, but utilizing these disciplines to help create a sense of humility in the 
unknown and beauty of creation. Likewise, psychology has a way of helping students 
understand the complexity of the human spirit, allowing grace to be spoken into often 
oversimplified (sometimes over spiritualized) situations of suicide, depression, and 
cultural pressures that adolescents might face on a daily basis.  
The collaboration team develop the following suggested practices for practical 
ways to use cross-disciplinary dialogue: 
• Allow space for God in questions about science. 
• Focus on questions such as “Where do you see God in science, art, or 
psychology?” or “How do you see God in the beauty of our world?” 
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• Move away from the hard sciences such as apologetics, which has limited impact 
on the spiritual life because it tends to automatically polarize students. Instead, 
lean towards empiricism. Help students learn how to wonder at God’s creation.  
• Approach science with humility to help them understand that we do not know 
everything about our universe.  
• Talk about how science and missions go hand-in-hand as a way to engage our 
culture with things like climate change. 
• Use science and art in object lessons (e.g., bring a telescope on a retreat, have the 
students draw a picture depicting their relationship with God, allow for journaling 
time, reflect on Christian art work, bring in photographers or science teachers to 
have them reflect on how they see God through their disciplines). 
• Have students write their own spiritual autobiographies or their own spiritual 
journey as creative stories. 
• Utilize tools such as the Enneagram not as a way to lock people into certain types 
but as a way to examine the different lies we hear or challenges we face. Examine 
how God speaks over those lies and challenges.  
• Encourage dialogue among students with different backgrounds (e.g., economics, 
ethnicity, family systems, schools).  
Embracing Different Learning Styles 
Aristotle described three different types of knowledge. Techne is knowledge of a 
skill, episteme is theoretical knowledge, and phronesis is practical knowledge of how the 
world works. In spiritual formation, techne knowledge deals with developing spiritual 
skills (e.g., how to pray), episteme knowledge deals with theology and doctrine, and 
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phronesis is knowledge of how God works in our individual and communal experiences. 
The group also thought it was important to explain how phronesis deals with how to 
practically be a Christian in our cultural and often political context. This includes how 
Christians talk about and express their opinions on hot topic issues as well as how they 
express those ideas in person or on social media outlets.  
The collaboration team develop the following suggested practices for practical 
ways to use different learning styles: 
• In a class series that focuses on spiritual disciplines (i.e., prayer, study, fasting), 
rather than spending the entire time simply talking about the discipline, carve out 
a large portion of the class to actually practice it in different ways as a 
community. 
• Create weekly challenges that help students take the lesson out of the classroom 
and into their daily lives throughout the week.  
• Encourage them to use their technology in a positive way. Create an Instagram 
account where they share stories of their experiences. Something such as this 
could also be used to share God-moments with their peers 
• Practice disciplines such as breath prayer and prayer walking, which seem to be 
particularly engaging for adolescents. 
• Utilize individual moments more than classroom time to discuss real world issues 
in a spiritual way. Allow students the freedom to propose the issue for discussion 
as they hear about them (i.e., global warming, presidential elections). 
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• Provide events where students engage with people who are different from them. 
Help them reflect on the humanity of people rather than to see people for the 
beliefs (political, religious). 
• Create a Facebook group with parents that offers discussion prompts about real 
world issues, helping parents engage in deeper discussion with their kids.  
• Provide space at an event for praying through the news. Post different news 
articles and ask the kids to pick a few and pray over them. 
Forming Meaningful Practices 
Mirsolav Volf talks about the importance of “practice-shaped beliefs” and “belief-
shaped practices” as a way of thinking about how our habits form us. The first type deals 
with a repetitive practice in which groups or individuals observe on a regular basis that 
reinforce a particular belief. While at first the practice may seem strange, over time it 
begins to teach them something about God and spiritual life. On the other hand, belief-
shaped practices deal with intentionally changing our actions for theological reasons. It is 
when we realize that certain actions do not align with being a disciple, so we make an 
intentional shift back toward God. The kind of practices groups engage in depends on 
what types of beliefs your group needs to develop. This is what distinguishes forming 
meaningful practices from techne knowledge. Techne knowledge is learning the skills of 
spiritual disciplines (such as prayer), whereas forming meaningful practices seeks to 
develop a specific and intentional virtue. While forming meaningful practices can utilize 
techne knowledge, there are some forms of techne knowledge that all Christians require. 
On the other hand, “practice-shaped beliefs” and “belief-shaped practices” are specialized 
toward the group. Communities that struggle with being welcoming might emphasize 
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practices of compassion, while communities that struggle with listening to God might 
emphasize practices such as silence and solitude.  
the collaboration team develop the following suggested practices for practical 
ways of forming meaningful practices: 
• Help students learn to see God in their daily lives by providing space for students 
to reflect on the highs, lows, blessings, and prayers in their day to day experiences 
and events. 
• Teach students how to listen to God. Start each class with 3-4 minutes of silence 
or special prayers (i.e., Glory Be), or carve out a large time of silence during an 
event.  
• Utilize field trips during class time when students can learn compassion through 
practicing it rather than just studying it.  
• Find students or adults that are already gifted in a certain area and ask them to 
train other students with a hands-on experience.  
• Instead of having prayer stations at a retreat, try developing response stations that 
act as a form of active reflection on what God is doing in their lives.  
• Allow the students the space to create their own meaningful practices. Ask them 
to develop the rules for a retreat or develop a youth group covenant where they 
define the standards of the group.  
• At the end of an entire season of practice and instruction, lead them through 
developing rules for their own lives and then develop systems for accountability 
and struggle. 
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• Utilize community building games such as Dungeons and Dragons to encourage 
groups to bond together against a fictional evil on a repetitive basis as a means of 
increasing community relationships.  
The Importance of Context 
 All people find themselves in a community, and those communities impact their 
belief systems. Our churches, families, work, schools, countries, and even our online 
engagements form our habits and worldviews. Practically, we are trying to influence 
contexts that naturally influence the spiritual development of students rather than 
hindering them. In this sense, we are attempting to develop the overall spirit or culture of 
the group. In addition, our goal is to help students reflect on their own cultural biases and 
how those affect the way they experience spiritual formation.  
The collaboration team develop the following suggested practices for practical 
ways of reflecting on context: 
• Encourage students to interview people from different faith backgrounds in order 
to better understand how Christianity is unique. Teach them how to learn from 
other denominations while staying true to the good in their own heritage.  
• Become a bigger presence in the school by being a substitute teacher or character 
coach as time allows. 
• Host a class series on the history of church that highlight certain denominational 
biases in the group and explain their benefits and limitations. 
• Encourage better family dialogue by teaching a class where parents can ask 
questions to a panel of students and vice versa.  
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• Utilize Urban Holmes’s four spirituality types as a way to help students reflect on 
how they might experience God. Help them understand that there are different 
ways of experiencing God and that not everyone has the same experiences. 
• On mission trips, have the students reflect on things they find culturally strange or 
different. Have them think about why their experience is so shocking to them.  
The Importance of Experience 
We make assumptions about God somewhat subconsciously through our own 
experiences, and the gospel is intended to be embodied in our everyday lives. Creating 
meaningful experiences of God requires not only prayerful planning but teaching the 
students how to reflect on these experiences. The goal is not to create ecstatic experiences 
through emotional manipulation. While experiences of God often include emotion, they 
are not incumbent upon them. The goal is not to create anything as if God could be 
summoned by a specific ritual or incantational prayer. Instead, we simply want to help 
students learn to see God when he naturally shows up in their daily lives. This can be 
extremely challenging for youth who tend to spend a lot of time reflecting on their own 
self-doubt or mistakes. In addition, learning how to discern God’s work in one’s own life 
often requires communities of faith or spiritual directors capable of pointing out God’s 
working in the lives of students.  
The collaboration team develop the following suggested practices for practical 
ways to engage experiences: 
• Provide space for witnessing and testimony so that your students can hear how 
God has worked in other people’s lives.  
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• Spend a few moments at the beginning of small group time reflecting on what 
God has done this week in each person’s life.  
• Help them experience God in other people by creating a time when they can point 
out the characteristics of God in their peers. 
• Change personal language about God from passive to active by talking about how 
God is working through us when we prayerfully prepare a lesson or plan a 
spiritual event.  
• During pastoral counseling, allow time for spiritual direction that actively helps 
students reflect on what God is doing in their life through things like answered 
prayers, apophatic experiences, or ways they feel that God is calling them to 
action. 
• Train and empower volunteers to speak openly about how they see God working 
in the lives of your students. 
• Encourage parents during special events (i.e., Senior Sunday) to identify godly 
attributes they see in their children and explain how God uses those attributes in 
his mission.  
• Utilize tools such as the Examen to help your students develop a heart of gratitude 
toward God during a retreat by having them thankfully reflect on their 
experiences. 
The Importance of Applied Theology 
Applied theology stands in contrast to systematic theology, which deals primarily 
with theories and ideas about God for the sole purpose of arranging religious truths as a 
self-consistent whole (e.g., doctrine). Applied theology, on the other hand, seeks 
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theological concepts and ideas that are relevant to the context and experience of 
individuals and groups. In this sense, it is learning how to see all of creation through a 
theological lens. While there are some theological principles that are particularly relevant 
for the adolescent experience, the individual contexts and experiences of students will 
determine which theological principles are the most relevant. For instance, if a wide 
range of students struggle with self-image, then a theology of imago Dei will be more 
relevant than a theology of humility. While there are a number of ways one could help 
solidify theological concepts in the DNA of the group, the best way is consistent 
repetition and embodying these theological principles in the life of the youth minister.  
The collaboration team develop the following suggested practices for practical 
ways of using applied theology: 
• Help your students see themselves as the image of God by writing their godly 
characteristics on a mirror in permanent ink. Have them pray over what they see 
while staring into a mirror.  
• Teach a class holding a baby to help your students develop a dependence upon 
God by using the analogy of a parent-child relationship.  
• Utilize theologically minded videos such as the Bible Project as a way to help 
your students visualize and understand how certain theological principles apply to 
one’s life.  
• Help your students develop a theology of space by carving out sacred places for 
worship and prayer in your church buildings and on your retreats.  
• Teach your students about a ministry of presence by having them put away their 
cellphones and other distractions while engaging with other people.  
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• Help your students develop a spiritual frame of mind by dedicating seemingly 
menial tasks (e.g., chores, homework, swim practice, walking to the next class) to 
God through activities such as prayer breathing or prayer walking. 
Conclusion 
 The process of creating a document of shared wisdom, which has been evaluated 
from three different, credible groups gives an example of how youth ministers can 
utilize practical theology in their youth ministry context. In the final chapter, I will 
draw some final conclusions and interpretations of the overall project as well as 
address some limitations and biases inherent in the project.  
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CHAPTER V:  
CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
The practice of youth ministry has searched for different ways of doing ministry 
while scholarship has defaulted to educating youth ministers. Overall, youth ministry has 
failed to reflect deeply about adolescent spiritual formation beyond the education of 
youth ministers or the development of approach. But practical theology as a way of 
adolescent life offers us a new and refreshing way to think about adolescent faith 
formation. When we discover a way to tailor spiritual formation to the adolescent 
experience and context, we offer our students a more relevant faith formation experience. 
The discipline of practical theology offers general principles that have gone through 
significant scrutiny and refinement and have been extrapolated for this project. As a 
filter, practical theology can guide the youth ministry discussion and practice in ways of 
developing faith instead of stifling it. The six principles of practical theology listed above 
are intended to be used as a lens through which we understand the academics and 
practices of youth ministry; they are to keep us on track and protect us from going off in 
the ditches of assuming that all we need is more education for youth ministers or different 
methods for youth programs.  
Interpretations 
I have been a youth minister for over fifteen years. In that time, I have worked in 
children’s, youth, and college ministry programs. I have also worked in different church 
contexts (mainly rural and megachurch situations), and I have overseen ministries that 
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emphasize all five of the different approaches presented in Chapter I. As I expressed in 
the first chapter, there is an inherent pressure placed on youth ministers to decide which 
model is the best model while seeing drop out statistics remain a constant. As someone 
who has also been educated in youth ministry, I have occasionally felt the irrelevancy of 
my education to the practice of ministry. Over the years, I have been in ministry and 
education simultaneously, and I have felt the tension and disunity between youth ministry 
academics and practice.  
At the same time, however, I have seen firsthand how practical theology as a way 
of adolescent life reframes the entire conversation to what I believe is a more holistic 
discussion for youth ministry. As highlighted in Chapter II, practical theology as a way of 
adolescent life helps youth ministry scholarship move away from the training of youth 
ministers as systematic theologians to helping them understand the framework of 
adolescent spiritual formation. The working document is just a sampling of all the 
creative ways youth ministry practitioners can use every tool of practical theology in a 
youth ministry program to ensure their programs are not given into hidden agendas but 
are focused on the faith formation of their students.  
Trustworthiness 
 
 In qualitative research, trustworthiness is a broad term that applies to a project 
that meets the standards of generalizability, validity, and reliability. The terms often used 
to describe this backing is applicability, dependability, credibility, and reflexivity;1 the 
goal of which is to help ensure that the overall project meets some kind of standard and is 
not too subjective (although all forms of research include some subjectivity). The 
																																								 																				
1. Tim Sensing, Quantitative Research, 214. 
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document of shared wisdom is a working document; therefore, it meets the standards of 
applicability, which has been the goal of the project since the beginning. It would not be 
fitting for me to refer to Mark Sinter’s quotation about how practical theology in youth 
ministry has failed to be practical and then offer a document too rigid to be applied in 
multiple contexts. The document itself is general enough to encompass different 
approaches and different contexts, yet it is specific enough to target the adolescent 
experience. Whether one works in a small, rural church or in a large megachurch, the 
filter can be (and should be) adapted to address the needs of the particular group. It is not 
my intention to suggest that all a youth ministry program needs to do is to execute the 
suggested practices verbatim. The six principles are the fundamental propositions at the 
heart of adolescent spiritual formation. The execution of these principles are or should be 
adaptable to each program. This was a point the collaboration team wholly supported in 
their evaluation of the document.  
Likewise, credibility is hopefully seen in the thick descriptions offered in 
Chapters I and II. It was my goal to not only express my own experience as a youth 
minister but also capture the experiences of my peers as they wrestled with the inherent 
temptations of their own approaches and, at times, bring light to the impracticalness of 
their youth ministry education. In addition, I utilized stories throughout the project as an 
attempt to help ministers relate to the tension and see real world examples of my claims.   
Limitations and Reflexivity 
I mentioned in Chapter IV that the expert evaluator and I noted some limitations. 
First, even though I tried to recruit a broad spectrum of denominational backgrounds, all 
of the participants ended up being from Evangelical churches, and the working document 
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reflects that bias. It would have been interesting to gain the perspective of other traditions 
such as Catholicism, which in the past few years have taken a greater interest in the 
spiritual development of today’s young people. High church models do not quite have the 
same prejudices as Evangelical churches, especially in regard to things such as art, music, 
spiritual disciplines, and applied theology. In the future, a more rounded working 
document should reflect these traditions as well.  
One limitation comes from a silence that is particular to the Evangelical bias. In 
this case, as mentioned by one of the group members, the fact that Evangelical churches 
seem to be specifically proficient at passing down episteme knowledge and instilling 
belief-shaped practices. One might assume that because of the strong emphasis, the 
document would reflect more examples of these two aspects of practical theology; the 
opposite was true. The group was less inclined to reflect on areas that seemed obvious 
(i.e., the practice of communion) and opted for more creative ways of doing ministry.  
Another limitation is that the document reflects the beliefs of the group in regard 
to what they consider the best ways of developing spiritual growth in adolescents. These 
beliefs have not faced the same criticism as the processes and examples listed in chapters 
1 and 2. For instance, the group felt that apologetics has little to offer to the spiritual 
development of young people and is perhaps even harmful to their spiritual growth. One 
member even blatantly claimed, “The only apologetic students need is Jesus.” Though the 
consensus of the group reflected this belief, the fact is that whether apologetics is actually 
harmful to the spiritual development goes beyond the scope of the working document and 
requires more research before making a determination.  
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Significance and Implications 
 When I was deciding which doctor of ministry program to attend, I was trying to 
choose between two schools that were known for their excellent youth ministry 
programs. In the end, I felt that I was well informed in youth ministry scholarship; 
therefore, I chose to attend ACU because of its emphasis on practical theology. At the 
time, I felt that I knew enough about practical theology to make an educated guess that 
the discipline held some great insight that could guide youth ministry scholarship. 
However, having limited training in practical theology, I needed to carve out a significant 
amount of time to research the field and see if my hunch was correct. It is not a stretch to 
say that the primary reason I came to ACU was to write this paper.  
The past three years of study has greatly contributed not only to my understanding 
of the purpose of youth ministry but also how I go about as a practitioner of the field. 
Within my own context, we have utilized the six principles of practical theology as a 
means to guide our youth ministry program by utilizing some of the suggested practices 
in the working document. Since I started working on this project, I have examined my 
own context through the lens of chapters 1 and 2 to see if the concepts help my own 
ministry. While not every suggestion will work in every context, I believe the research 
has created a more refined practice for our youth ministry while nurturing adolescent 
faith formation, the effects of which is consistent growth, primarily in the spiritual 
maturity of our students and an increase in the numbers due to the overall spirit of the 
group.  
I have also been greatly encouraged by the support and interest of others. I have 
been asked to present on my thesis at different conferences. One was on the process of 
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adolescent spiritual formation to a group of ministry leaders, and the other was on the 
experience of growing up to members and parents. The amount of encouragement and 
feedback I received was overwhelming and humbling. It makes me believe that this 
project has something really valuable to offer to the larger youth ministry context.  
The goal has always been to offer something meaningful to the youth ministry 
conversation. There have been some significant movements in the history of youth 
ministry. Placing the field under the discipline of practical theology in 2001 is perhaps 
the most significant; now, almost two decades later, I am arguing for another significant 
shift that places the conversation of youth ministry on practical theology as a way of 
adolescent life—to examine more deeply adolescent spiritual formation. I am asking 
youth ministry scholars to consider a practical theology that does not just center around 
helping youth ministers think theologically about what they do but to offer more research 
on how youth can actively live out their faith as adolescents today. I am encouraging 
youth ministry practitioners to see themselves less of an activities director, mentor, or 
pastoral counselor and instead more as a spiritual director—a person who offers 
guidance, reflection, and concrete steps for adolescents that help them develop a 
theological worldview. To help them discern their own spiritual giftedness and how they 
can use that giftedness to participate in God’s mission in their own, unique ways. This 
process of discernment is what I have come to believe is the most valuable thing youth 
ministry can offer today’s church and its youth.  
Further Research 
 
 Every research project requires the researcher to pick and choose what 
information to include and what to exclude. In my case, it was extremely difficult 
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determining which information to leave out of chapters 1 and 2. In Chapter II, in 
particular, I chose to limit the description of the adolescent context around psychology, 
experience, and spiritual formation. I intentionally did not include the nature of the 
religious climate of postmodernity even though it plays such a critical role in the spiritual 
development of today’s adolescents. Specifically, I find the description of the Secular 
Age, as described by Charles Taylor to be a crucial work for youth ministry.2 Not 
referencing Taylor is a point my outside reviewer also noted. To this end, Dr. Bonner 
writes:  
If Taylor is right, our children are operating within an immanent frame that 
“blocks” the transcendent. So, a more relevant question will lead them to 
experiences and beauty of this world that gives them glimpses of the transcendent 
God breaking through the frame. That is, we all have moments that carry greater 
weight. Enabling our young people to translate those as God breaking through 
could be a really powerful way to combat deism.  
Though I referenced Taylor, I did not go into detail of his research because I believe his 
exhaustive work and its implications for youth ministry require its own dedicated project. 
In addition, the outside evaluator suggested expanding the fields of study in the 
cross disciplinary dialogue beyond the role of science, the arts, and psychology. 
Obviously, other fields of study are impactful in the development of adolescent spiritual 
formation. In particular, he suggested that sociology and anthropology are fields of study 
that require more attention because they can offer students introspection into their culture 
and human interactions. 
																																								 																				
2. Charles Taylor, A Secular Age. 
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 The working document itself requires further research. As the process proceeded, 
it became evident that group members were starting to come to meetings under prepared 
and, as a result, suggestions got shorter each time. Due to their busy schedules and the 
amount of time required, members were often distracted during the meetings with other 
tasks such as driving, making phone calls, and doing laundry. During the first meeting, 
members came with a long list of suggestions prepared in advance that added to the rich 
discussion; but by the last meeting the group was largely unprepared. 
Conclusion: One Final Caution 
 
 The goal of the project was to create a practical theological filter that helps weed 
out unhealthy agendas found in youth ministry approaches and to help practical theology 
actually be practical in youth ministry practice. To this end, Chapter II shows how the 
principles change the youth ministry conversation toward a more holistic goal for youth 
ministry while the working document offers practical ways to utilize principles of 
practical theology in a youth ministry context. While the principles offer a much-needed 
guidance to youth ministry scholarship and practice, they are not foolproof. As always, 
the nature of any tool relies on the character of the individuals utilizing it. It is possible 
that a youth minister professional could utilize the principles as a way to promote the 
hidden agendas in each approach. It is also possible that someone could limit the 
effectiveness of the filter by picking and choosing which principles to use and at what 
time to utilize them. At the same time, however, the filter makes it more difficult to abuse 
the system in these ways. For example, while people could use cross-disciplinary 
dialogue as a means to indoctrinate students (as seen, for instance, in some conversations 
of creationism versus evolution), people who are continually engaging in cross-discipline 
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dialogue in an honest way is less likely to abuse the discussion by manipulating the 
information around their purposes instead of presenting the truth as best as they 
understand it. In other words, an honest engagement in cross-disciplinary dialogue allows 
the information to determine the conclusions instead of manipulating the information to 
fit with one’s preconceived conclusions. This, of course, relies entirely on the character 
of the people utilizing the tool, and a self-awareness of their own epistemic humility. In 
the end, what I have created is a frame of mind—a lens through which to understand the 
goal of youth ministry. It is my hope and prayer that it helps others as the church 
continually thinks about the best ways to develop the faith of our young people.  
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APPENDIX B 
Field Note Protocol 
This report format is to be used for online sessions with five to six youth ministers over a 
period of 3-4 sessions. The completed report will be uploaded to Google Docs and 
reviewed at a later point.  
 
 
Report Elements  Explanation  
Observed Implementation  Provide a summary of discussions during each 
session. Summaries and observations should 
align to the following questions:  
•What are the concrete examples being 
discussed? 
•What are the youth ministers’ thoughts on 
practical theology as a way of life? 
•What do the youth ministers believe is the 
most formative programs they utilize?  
 
Reflective Analysis  How does the discussion offer concrete 
examples as to how principles of practical 
theology can be utilized in the day to day 
decision making of youth ministry? 
Next Steps  Provide a summary of follow up questions or 
clarification to be discussed at the next 
session.  
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APPENDIX C 
Youth Minister Consent Form 
You are being asked to take part in a collaboration team that will brainstorm practical 
ways to implement practical theological principles in a youth ministry setting. I am 
asking you to take part because you are a long-time youth minister with five or more 
years of experience. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have 
before agreeing to take part in the study. 
What the study is about: The purpose of this project is to develop a working document 
of shared wisdom that offers practical ideas for contextualizing principles of practical 
theology in youth ministry programs.  
What we will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, we will host three or four 
online discussion forums with all the participants. The outline of the meetings is as 
followed: Session 1 will be introductions, explanation of the purpose of the project, 
introduction to the six principles, and provide thinking prompts to prepare for session 2. 
Session 2 is brainstorming practical ways to utilize the practical theological principles in 
the average youth ministry program. Session 3 is to synthesis, analyze, and edit the 
working document after the first draft has been typed up. If a large rewrite in needed for 
part of the document the team may gather for a fourth session to collect final comments 
and review edits of the working document. The sessions will take about 1 hour to 
complete over a two-month period. With your permission, I would also like to record the 
discussion. At the end of the project I will ask you to complete a one-page questionnaire 
reviewing the document we created.  
Risks and benefits: There is the risk that you may find some of the questions about your 
job conditions to be sensitive. Also, in any research there is always a small chance that 
confidentiality can be breeched unintentionally. Other than those mentioned, I do not 
anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those encountered in day-
to-day life. There are no benefits to you.  
Compensation: For team members who participate in every online discussion, a $15 gift 
card will be awarded as a thank you.  
Confidentiality: Your answers will be confidential. The records of this study will be kept 
private. Research records will be kept in a locked file; only the researchers will have 
access to the records. If we record the interview, we will destroy the recordings after the 
project is finished, which we anticipate will be within two months of its taping. Unless 
you request otherwise, your name will be listed in the acknowledgment section of the 
work.  
Taking part is voluntary: You may skip any questions that you do not want to answer. 
If you decide to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time. 
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If you have questions: The researcher conducting this study is Jeremy Smith. Please ask 
any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Jeremy Smith 
at jeremy@sunset.cc or at 1-785-393-0130. You may also contact Houston Heflin, the 
primary advisor for this project, at Houston.heflin@acu.edu. If you have any questions or 
concerns regarding your rights as a subject in this study, you may contact the Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) at 325-674-2885 or access their website at 
https://www.acu.edu/academics/orsp/ humanresearch /index.html 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 
Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to 
any questions I asked. I consent to take part in the study. 
Your Signature _______________________Date ________________________ 
Your Name (printed) _______________________________ 
In addition to agreeing to participate, I also consent to having the interview recorded. 
Your Signature _______________________Date _________________________ 
Sign if you would prefer NOT to have your name listed in the preface of the thesis 
document: 
_____________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Signature of person obtaining consent ______________________  
Date _____________________ 
 
Printed name of person obtaining consent ______________________________  
Date _____________________ 
 
This consent form will be kept by the researcher for at least three years beyond the end of 
the study.
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APPENDIX D 
Thinking Prompts 
Six Principles of Practical Theology 
Practical theology is a discipline that examines practices and experiences from a 
theological framework. The goal of which is to help people learn to interpret their 
experiences from a biblical and theological perspective. In this sense, then, it draws 
people into the awareness of what God is doing in their everyday lives and encourages 
them to think more deeply about how the rhythm of their life can be spiritually formative. 
 
Below is a list of six guiding principles of practical theology. We tasked the group with 
coming up with creative and realistic ways to implement these principles in a youth 
ministry program.  
 
Cross-Disciplinary Dialogue allows for a deeper understanding of what is going on in 
one’s context. While theology is always given priority, other fields of study that are 
particularly important are the role of Science (which is often portrayed as counter to 
theology and spirituality), psychology, and the Arts (i.e., drama, literature, art, music, 
dance, photography, etc.). 
 
What are practical ways you can or have used Science, Psychology, and Art to form 
students spiritually? 
 
Embracing Different Knowledge Types. Aristotle described three different types of 
knowledge. Techne is knowledge of a skill (e.g. playing the piano), episteme is 
theoretical knowledge (“Book Smarts”), and Phronesis is practical knowledge of how the 
world works (“Street Smarts”). In spiritual formation, then, techne knowledge deals with 
developing spiritual skills (e.g. how to pray), episteme knowledge deals with theology 
and doctrine, and Phronesis is knowledge of how God works in our individual and 
communal experiences. In practical theology the emphasis is place on phronesis. 
 
What are practical ways you can or have developed techne, episteme, and phronesis 
types of spiritual knowledge in your students?  
  
Forming Meaningful Practices. Mirsolav Volf talks about the importance of “practice-
shaped beliefs” and “belief-shaped practices” as a way to think about how our habits 
form us. The first type deals with a repetitive practice the group or individuals engage in 
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on a regular basis that are meant to formulate some sort of intentional belief in the 
students. While at first the practice may seem strange, over time it begins to teach them 
something about God and the spiritual life. On the other hand, belief-shaped practices 
deal with intentionally changing our actions for theological reasons. It is when we realize 
that certain actions do not align with being a disciple and so we make an intention shift 
back toward God. 
 
What are practical ways you can or have used practice-shaped beliefs” and “belief-
shaped practices” to nurture spiritual development? 
 
 
The Importance of Context. Every person finds him or herself in a community and, 
therefore, those communities impact their belief systems. Our church, work, school, and 
country form our habits and worldviews. 
 
What are practical ways you can or have engaged a student’s contexts in order to 
nurture spiritual development? 
 
The Importance of Experience. We make assumptions about God somewhat 
subconsciously through our own experiences and the gospel is intended to be embodied 
in our everyday lives.  
 
How can you help students experience God rather than just talking about God?  
  
The Importance of Applied Theology. Applied theology stands in contrast to systematic 
theology, which deals primarily with theories and ideas about God for the sole purpose of 
arranging religious truths as a self-consistent whole (e.g. doctrine). Applied theology, on 
the other hand, seeks theological concepts and ideas that are relevant to the context and 
experience of individuals and groups. In this sense, then, it is learning how to see all of 
creation through a theological lens.  
 
How can you used theology to change the worldview of your students?
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APPENDIX E 
Insider Evaluation Questionnaire  
Thank you for your participation in the Collaboration Team. Now that you have helped 
contextualize the practical theological principles in the everyday decision making of youth 
ministry, please take a few moments to review the working document your team has created.  
  
Please rate the following statements on a 1-5 scale where 1 represents “strongly 
disagree” and 5 represents “strongly agree.”  
 Questions: 1 2 3 4 5 
      
1) I believe team members had the abilities (i.e., competences, skills, 
education, etc.) to achieve the overall goal of the project.  
     
2) I think that the team has successfully explained how these principles 
can guide youth ministry practically. 
     
3) I think the working document represents the collective wisdom of the 
entire team.  
     
  
Please rate the practical use of the following principles in the average youth ministry 
program based on the suggestions provided by the collaboration team in the working 
document. Please rate each principle on a 1-5 scale where 1 represents “strongly 
impractical” and 5 represents “strongly practical.”     
Principles: 1 2 3 4 5 
      
Interdisciplinary Discussion      
Formative Experience      
Understanding Context      
Development of Different Knowledge Types      
Development of “Practice-Shaped Beliefs” and “Belief-Shaped 
Practices” 
     
Teaching students how to articulate God’s working      
  
 Please answer the following questions:  
 
Are there any areas that you believe misrepresent the collective wisdom of the collaboration 
team? If yes, please explain:  
 
How do you think implementing these principles would impact a youth ministry program? 
 
Do you think it would be difficult to implement these principles in a youth ministry program? 
Why or why not? 
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